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Abstract 
 
Vincent Joos 
The Natchez Fire: A profile of African American remembrance in a small Mississippi town 
(Under the direction of Patricia Sawin) 
 
In April 1940, two hundred and nine people died in a dance hall fire in Natchez, Mississippi. All 
the victims were African Americans. This event is central in the collective memory of Natchez 
black residents. This ethnographic work explores the shapes memory takes on when the Natchez 
Fire is invoked and follows the geographical and historical paths associated with the tragedy. 
African American counter-memory is a constant reconstruction of space and place, which are 
used as means of contestation. Through the narratives pertaining to the tragedy, questions of 
race, gender and power are woven to reconstructions of the past. These reconstructions are 
apprehended through a folkloric lens: songs, material artifacts and individual narratives enable 
me to ponder on the impact of the Natchez Fire. 
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Saint Catherine Street is a rolling stretch of asphalt bordered by humble habitations, 
brick churches, and businesses, the façades of which seem to have remained unchanged since 
the 1960s. In between the patches of buildings, rectangles of concrete and overgrown gardens 
mark the sites where dwellings once stood. In the middle of this stretch, right at the point 
where the hill starts a gentle descent, ruined Victorian homes stand adjacent to crumbling 
shotgun houses, the only obvious vestige of a Black working-class settlement. At the bottom 
of the hill, a few well-kept two-story homes built in the early twentieth century face the Holy 
Family Church, the main center of the African American Catholic community. Coming from 
Highway 61 North, Saint Catherine Street is the principal entrance and artery that leads to the 
historical district of Natchez, a small town perched on the bluffs of the Mississippi river. It is 
also one of the longest streets of the Black section of a place that had its actual social 
geography shaped during the Jim Crow era. It seems to be a perpendicular offshoot of Martin 
Luther King Street, along which most of the African-American neighborhoods are assembled. 
Until the end of the seventies, however, Saint Catherine Street and its parallel, Franklin Street, 
were the main commercial corridors for black citizens: small restaurants were thriving; 
grocery and hardware stores sat next to each other; bars, clubs and gambling houses 
abounded; the theater that catered to black folks offered a place where young people could 
freely gather. From the end of the nineteenth century to the late 1960s, prominent members of 
the black elite and members of the African-American lumpenproletariat coexisted on this 
busy street. Its present aspect hardly reflects its former ebullience: city planners, mindful only 
of the need for tourists to pass through to downtown, critically altered the geometry and the 
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shape of a mile of road that stands as a compendium of the African-American history of 
Natchez.    
 Not surprisingly, most of the African-American narratives pertaining to the history and 
folklore of the city draw their listeners back to Saint Catherine Street. The bottom of the street 
was the scene of a gruesome tragedy that haunted generations of African-Americans. On the 
23rd of April 1940, more than 700 black folks had gathered in the Rhythm Night Club, located 
at the end of Saint Catherine Street: Walter Barnes and his Orchestra came into town to 
perform the latest fashionable jazz tunes. Barnes, a native of Vicksburg, Mississippi, led a 
famous Chicago-based swing band that attracted cohorts of admirers and dancers wherever he 
stopped to play in the South.1 Around midnight on April 23rd, a fire broke out in the club, and 
209 African-American people perished. There were not enough exits—only one door and one 
window—and many victims were trampled or suffocated in the corrugated steel structure. The 
event, known as the Natchez Fire, indelibly marked African-Americans throughout the nation. 
The tragedy spurred a wide array of articles, blues songs, and literary works that 
commemorated the victims or described the effects of a segregation that kept black folks out 
of safe and “public” buildings. Locally, the Rhythm Club Fire is remembered throughout the 
community of Natchez: two annual ceremonies are held to commemorate the victims; three 
markers detail its history; and a private museum filled with pictures and articles pertaining to 
the Fire opened its doors in 2010.  
Talking about the black community of Natchez means, in part, pondering the trauma of 
                                                          
1
 Many articles of the Chicago Defender of the twenties and thirties describe the intense excitement Barnes 
provoked. A pioneer of the “Chitlin’ Circuit,” Barnes often played for crowds that exceeded the capacity of the 
clubs.  
  
3 
 
this tragedy. During the five years I lived in the Maple Street neighborhood, one of the only 
African-American areas in official downtown Natchez, I noticed that the Rhythm Club Fire 
was a point of reference, a leitmotiv that appeared unexpectedly in conversations focused on 
different matters. My immediate neighbor, Jimmy Anderson, a former blues singer and radio 
DJ, urged me to compile the songs written on the subject. Anderson lost his favorite cousin in 
the fire, a baseball player whom he recalled as “one of the most elegant men in town.” After I 
amassed newspapers articles and photographs, I wrote an article detailing the history of the 
Fire and discussed the blues songs related to and inspired by it.2 In 2010, I went back to 
Natchez to expand my project through an oral history focused on the tragedy. My consultants 
were historians of a certain kind: often they were “gathering the facts, weighing them 
critically, and synthesizing a personal account that [was] full and true” (Glassie 1999: 78). I 
recorded narratives of musicians, historians, preservationists and activists of the black 
community; in their own way, they all contributed to the construction of a collective memory 
that has been confined to the shadows of an official hegemonic historical discourse about the 
town sustained by prominent members of the white community. The fullness of my 
consultants’ accounts was not limited to a strict discussion of factual data, however; rather, it 
embraced the multiple images and stories the tragedy evoked. Our conversations often rapidly 
diverged from the initial, ostensible subject.  Fortunately I was perceptive enough at the time 
to subordinate my original historical agenda to their evident desire to communicate about what 
they saw as fundamentally related issues. I thus had the privilege of recording deeply personal 
accounts and, through careful listening, of hearing the “other” stories that emerged in the 
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 Joos, Vincent, The Natchez Fire, Avern’s Blues Society Magazine, Chateaugay France, 2009, No. 25, pp. 12-24.  
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margins of the tragedy.  
In these detours of conversations, these Natchez residents who had been kind enough 
to talk with me remembered disappeared landscapes; recalled familiar characters of their 
neighborhood; and conjured kinships and friendships in carefully crafted narratives. 
Strikingly, my consultants were thinking about the disaster in spatial terms. Space is 
classically conceived as a geometric concept, as an empty terrain that a subject mentally 
captures, conceives and creates. Henri Lefebvre eloquently reveals the artificial divide 
between a Cartesian cognizant subject and the objective res extensa, as if space were 
quantifiable dead matter that a dominant res cogito observes (Lefebvre 1974.)  Yet space is 
neither a mental category that organizes the “real” to reveal its “truth,” nor a blank milieu 
where human activity is deployed. Lefebvre’s concept of social space points to the production 
of place through a complex praxis that is not separated from the human mental process. Social 
space is constitutive of and constituted by human practices; each society or community 
produces its own space and each produced space implies certain performances from the 
individuals that inhabit it. A dialectic articulation seems to be operative when people are 
thinking about social space: human beings are influenced by a habitus they themselves 
produce; representations of space are modeled by and in turn model the material environment. 
Hence, thinking spatially, as my consultants did, means unfolding narratives where space is 
agentive, where materiality (concrete and remembered) is a powerful actor that models social 
relationships. In turn, these relations to a cohesive social body enable the conscious exposure 
of place, which is to say an inhabited, lived, and produced space. In his study of Isle Royale 
fishermen, Timothy Cochrane gives an operative definition of place and implies its 
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significance to folklorists: “place is currently understood less as a physical location than a 
deeply affective characterization crystallized from an individual’s emotions, experience and 
cultural background” (Cochrane 1987:10). Place is both an experience and a form of 
apprehension of space. Hence, understanding the history of Saint Catherine Street means 
delving into the narratives of the people who lived and frequented this precise place. In these 
narratives, emotions and cultural visions of place are deployed. Moreover, experiences of 
place engender not only mnemonic practices, such as commemorations, but also esthetic 
expression. Disappeared and present landscapes where social everyday life happened might 
also come back in the lyrics of a song or in the colors of a piece of folk art.  
Concretely, the narratives of my consultants were metaphoric: their critical accounts 
contained transits between images of vanished landscapes and the actual built environment. 
French novelist Claude Simon underlined the fact that “in Greece, you can read the word 
‘metaphora’ on the moving trucks” (Simon, album d’un amateur). Metaphors imply the 
transfer from one representation to another, the paradoxical transits between the present and 
the absent. Thinking spatially implies the use of metaphors, which are not simple figures of 
speech but mental movements between representations of concrete visions. Moreover, the 
social spaces recreated through narratives are not solely the fruits of a mental process but a 
thoughtful recollection of actual transits. When Thelma White, president of the association for 
the preservation of the African-American Watkins Cemetery, remembers walking from her 
high school to the Watkins Cemetery the day they had a funeral ceremony for her classmates 
who passed away in the Rhythm Club Fire, she then transits to her personal story: Mrs. White 
had to cross the whole town by foot everyday in order to reach her school. The way she 
transited from one place to another is revealing; she had to avoid the “white” streets and did 
  
6 
 
not have access to public transportation, then reserved to the people living on the south side of 
the railroad tracks. Thinking spatially hence means thinking socially, it means recreating the 
environment in which human relations are strictly coded and controlled.  
Space is powerfully agentive, and its conception is critical in the establishment of 
hegemonic structures (Bourdieu 1998). Hence, discourses about space and the mental 
representations they convey point to the conflicts that traverse the production of space. My 
consultants spoke mostly of places that no longer exist, or of places deprived of their 
institutional function. They often mentioned that these disappearances were the result of a 
conscious erasure of their past by a caste that has long ruled the city (Davis, Gardner and 
Gardner, 2009). Material remnants of the black Natchezian past are scarce, and the battle to 
preserve the few buildings and sites of relevant importance is fierce. The budgets allowed to 
the preservation of black history by the city are ridiculously low when compared to the sums 
spent for a tourist industry based on the nostalgia of the “Old South.” The mnemonic practices 
in which my consultants are engaged are critical in the reconstruction of Natchez black 
history. When the Africanist priest Ser Sesh Abab blesses the ground of the former slave 
market or when Duncan Morgan, a black master mason, carefully tends to the brick structures 
of Saint Catherine Street, they are consolidating a historical discourse that contradicts the 
views of the self-named founders of the city of Natchez 
Representations of space that derived from conversations that were supposedly about 
the tragedy are not simple marginalia of the main story but transits, transportations from an 
event anchored in an extended time-place. The shape of narration and the shape of place are 
intertwined; memory is itself a critical space where transits from the old and the new are 
constant, where chronology is dismembered through spatial reconstructions. This study aims 
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at exploring the margins of the stories about the Natchez Fire, the transportations and 
displacements this communal trauma sparks in the narratives of my consultants. These 
narratives are apprehended through a folkloric lens: mnemonic practices, aesthetically 
articulated, are considered as meaningful as the texts crafted in conversations. My consultants 
have a common point: they are preserving or representing landscapes beyond mere 
institutional channels. Singing a blues song where friends are remembered, building a 
permanent exhibit on the grounds of the Forks of the Road, or crafting a twelve-foot-long 
model of a “disappeared” sharecroppers’ community are creative acts where a performative 
vision of history is engaged and operative. By paying attention to the spatial elements (the 
dwellings, the streets, the businesses, etc.) and to the sites of memory where aesthetic and 
counter-hegemonic practices occur, a fuller picture of African-American life in Natchez will 
emerge. Talking about space and using spatial elements (such as transportation, size and state 
of habitations, etc.) inevitably led to discussions about race, gender and power struggles. 
Behind “the” story I was seeking, a hidden downtown, the “black downtown of Saint 
Catherine Street,” to borrow the words of Darrell White, Director of the African-American 
museum, appeared as the site where a vibrant community lived, struggled, and crafted its own 
history.
  
 
 
 
Blues on the Hill 
 
Perched on a loess bluff that dominates the Mississippi river, Natchez is enveloped in 
luxuriant vegetation. The arcing crepe myrtle branches turn the narrow nineteenth-century 
streets into shady arcades; bright green kudzu sculptures suddenly appear on the sides of the 
hills on which Natchez is erected; miles of waving roads parallel the path of the river. On the 
bluff, the cardinals, mockingbirds and blues jays perched in the centenarian oak trees create 
the first layer of a soundscape barely disturbed by the noises of modernity. Traffic is slow in 
Natchez, the sun sinks silently into the Louisiana flatlands beyond the river at the end of the 
day. Tourists and locals often walk the edge of the high hill at dusk: the bluff is evidently the 
most striking geographical feature that comes to mind when describing Natchez. From literary 
works to popular and folk songs, the hill and the immense panorama that opens to the viewer 
from its vantage point stand as a place where any citizen can freely enjoy the beauty of the 
landscape. Richard Wright, who was born on the outskirts of the city in 1908, gives the only 
kind words he has for Natchez to the bluff. When carefully describing the “vague sense of 
infinite” that can be sensed when looking “upon the yellow, dreaming waters of the 
Mississippi River from the verdant bluffs of Natchez," Wright contrasts these images of a 
peaceful landscape with the squalor of the sharecroppers’ dwellings of the 1940s (Wright 
1998: 8.) In other words, the bluff seems to be a neutral public space dedicated to sightseeing. 
This landscape is not silent, however, and an attentive passerby can hear “the river speaking” 
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and listen to “its plaintive chant,” to borrow the words of Natchez poet Peter Buttross 
(Buttross 2001:11.)  
The river did not carry the same symbols for all the residents of Natchez. Blues 
musicians and singers Lucious Curtis and Willie Ford, recorded by John and Ruby Lomax in 
October 1940, sang about the “high lonesome hill” from where the despair of living in “a bad 
luck town” could be felt. Altering the lyrics of a Walter Davis blues song, Curtis sang: 
Babe, I went and I stood up on the high old lonesome hill 
Babe, I went and I stood up on the high old lonesome hill 
And looked down on the house where I used to live. 
 
 I wakes up every morning, babe, with leaving on my mind 
 I wakes up every morning, babe, with leaving on my mind. 
  
Placing the song in the context of Natchez, it can be inferred that the chant of the river 
is an appeal to leave a place where blacks are subjected to peonage. Ford and Curtis’s songs 
are among the finest migration blues; they describe the hardships of sharecroppers and the felt 
urgency to escape their dreadful situations. In “Old Turnip Greens,” Ford and Curtis 
transformed Bo Carter’s tune and sang about the “times getting hard, money getting scarce” 
and pledged that “as soon as [they] gather cotton and corn, [they] are bound to leave this 
place” (Lomax 19xx). The bluff was the place where many one-way trips to the North started 
for blacks. The train station was located right on the edge of the hill; Ford and Curtis’ “Train 
Blues” takes a deeper meaning when anchored in place. The bluff was the site where dreams 
of migration started, a place where the chant of the upstream river appealed to the oppressed 
African-American hard-working men and women. Lucious Curtis and Willie Ford, recorded 
only six months after the dance hall fire, point to different aspects and functions of the bluff; 
the edge of the hill does not seem to be the boundary of the city, but at once a spatial 
  
10 
 
extension towards new possibilities and an expansive view from the high river banks across to 
the lonesome low-lying fields of Louisiana that form the horizon.  
There are two Natchez: Natchez on-the-hill and Natchez under-the-hill. Natchez on the 
hill typically refers to the area parallel to the bluff where the cotton nabobs established their 
mansions, but also to the neighborhoods where black workers who didn’t work in the fields 
lived. Natchez under the hill was the industrial center of the port town where black stevedores 
and sawmill workers toiled hard for their meager wages. Papa George Lightfoot, a native 
singer from Natchez and one of the greatest harmonica players in the history of the blues, 
declared in 1968: 
I first got the birth of the blues, the birth of the blues, under the hill, where Natchez under the 
hill was. That's when the blues come up--down there--you know they used to have an old ferry 
boat running. I used to shine shoes on there and play the harp, didn't play nothing but the 
blues. I'd play the Saint Louis Blues, and I made more money off the Saint Louis Blues than I 
ever made.  I'd play, and they'd give me a quarter, a dollar, four bits.  I forgot about shining 
shoes, I was making so much money.  And they cut the ferry boat out and put the bridge up--
that's when I had the blues. 
 
  
Just as Papa George lost his work because of the eruption of individual transportation, 
so too did many other workers who suffered from the fluctuation of a labor market controlled 
by white businessmen. This author of stunning train tunes anchors the blues, which he 
previously described as a feeling of loss, in the surroundings of the hill. Places are emotionally 
charged, and the feelings humans associate with spaces transform topographies into haunted 
reliefs. The Saint Louis Blues is a song that sets up the Mississippi River as the prime 
migration route. The most famous version, written by W.C. Handy and sang by Bessie Smith 
goes: “Feelin' tomorrow like I feel today. If I'm feelin' tomorrow like I feel today. I'll pack my 
truck and make my give-a-way.” A few months after the 1940 tragedy, a group of black 
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Natchezians who had made their way out of their native town and found a place to live in the 
North sent a finely crafted stone and bronze monument to commemorate the victims, and 
placed it at a strategic location: on the bluff, next to the entrance of the descending road 
leading to under-the-hill. 
Silver Street is a steep road bordered by trees that leads to “Natchez Under-the-Hill.” 
The marker for the victims of the Rhythm Club Fire is located right where Broadway Street, 
the edge of the hill, gives into Silver Street. Intrigued by its location, I asked Darrell White, 
President of the Natchez Association for the Preservation of Afro-American Culture 
(NAPAC), the reasons for placing the memorial on the bluff. White, a tall man in his mid-
forties, is a wealth of historical knowledge. In his deep voice roughened by tobacco, he 
eloquently explains: 
You have to look back at the South in the year 1940 and think about segregation. During the 
1920s and early 1930s, the bluff area overlooking the river was a gathering place for the 
African Americans looking for day work during the Depression. If people needed somebody 
to work for them, they would drive by that location. You would hop on the back of the truck 
and you would go. It was during a tough economic time for the nation; the number of people 
[looking for work] began to swell. The assembly became so large that other members of the 
community frowned on it. So the benches of the area were taken away. When the members of 
the Chicago Social Club wanted to dedicate a monument to the victims of the fire, they were 
able to place that marker in an area which was no longer available to blacks. That gave them a 
reason, by placing it in that area, to reclaim a part of its history. It opened an area to be viewed 
and shared by all. 
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The Memorial Tablet on the bluff of Natchez, Mississippi. 
 
The marker stands as a tombstone in front of the immense horizon and creates a space 
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of absence, “a place of paradoxes, neither of this world nor of the next, neither the space of the 
living nor the place of death. It is a void whose overwhelming message is the absence of the 
dead person, no longer with us in life and yet present within the aura of the monument” (Etlin, 
1994: 172). In a symbolic way, the presence of the absent enabled prominent members of the 
black community to reclaim a part of the history of the bluff. Hence, this paradoxical presence 
is not only a message of absence, but also a historical claim that permeates the use of the 
landscape. Historian Fitzhugh Brundage astutely notes that, “by erecting monuments or 
marking off sacred places, groups anchor their memories in time and space. Objects become 
infused with commemorative qualities, and thereby serve as physical markers of memory that 
preserve the past in the present, underscoring the connectedness of past and present. Social 
memory accordingly becomes associated as much with material culture as with intangible 
images of the past” (Brundage, 2000: 8).  
The presence of African-American members of the community who passed away in 
the fire is forceful; the aura of the monument resides in the long list of names displayed. 
Interestingly enough, both the names of the victims and the patrons of the Social Club figure 
on the plaque. The president of the association, John Midderhoff, was from a prominent black 
Catholic family residing on Saint Catherine Street. The Holy Family Church, which lost thirty 
of its members in the fire, had a long history of protest that would culminate with the major 
role its congregants would play during the Civil Rights era. As Sturken states, “memorials 
embody grief, loss and tribute or obligation; in so doing they serve to frame particular 
historical narratives” (Sturken, 1991: 120). This particular memorial still frames historical 
narratives. Every year, a commemoration of the Rhythm Club victims, sponsored by the 
NAPAC museum, is held at the memorial on the bluff. The commemoration, held since 1940, 
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provides an occasion to remember the victims, these ancestors who silently admonish their 
descendants to act for the betterment of their community.   
In recent years, Darrell White, director of the African-American Museum, has spoken 
on the behalf of the community at the memorial event, framing his historical views in 
carefully crafted speeches. White often states that the victims would have been among the 
leaders of the Civil Rights movement in Natchez. Implicitly, the loss of so many members of 
the African-American community weakened the base of the protest movement of the sixties. 
White emphasizes the consequences of the disaster for today’s Natchez and links the victims 
of the accident to a broader historical context. Thus, more than seventy years after the fire, the 
event takes on a new meaning; the historical frame in which collective memory is deployed is 
built in and for the present.  
White, however, keeps faith with the Civic and Social Club members by reclaiming 
space. At the end of his 2009 speech, he offered a vision of the black community’s progress 
and framed it in spatial terms. White declared that the recent acquisition of downtown 
buildings by black citizens was a mark of justice and recognition for the African-American 
workers who erected most of the built environment. He ended his speech by talking about the 
bluff, a space that had been regained through the audacity of certain members of his 
community; he also stated that the “most beautiful part of the city” was one of the many loci 
where the presence of the victims could be felt. White spoke on behalf of his association, 
which carries on the important work of conservation of African-American material and non-
material culture. Through their work relating to the Natchez Fire, members of the NAPAC 
have created a memoryscape where a full narrative of the struggles and the landscape on 
which they occurred incorporate, so to speak, each other. According to anthropologist Jennifer 
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Cole, a memoryscape “marks the crystallization of historical consciousness that occurs when 
social and individual memories provisionally meet” and “indicates the configuration of 
people’s memories at a given moment” (Cole 2001: 290.) The commemoration of the Natchez 
Fire tells us about the inherent conflicts related to historical interpretation at the present time. 
The sites of commemoration and the original memorial itself are the meeting point of the 
crystallization of historical consciousness. Memoryscapes are dynamic; and the space on 
which memories grow is fluctuant.  
Since the making of history, in Natchez, is sometimes a matter of business, it is not 
surprising to encounter commercially minded people who want to anchor memory in one, and 
only one, place that tourists could visit without wondering or bothering about the complexity 
of the remembrance of the disaster.   Indeed, the spatial location of the event has recently been 
contested. The presence of the victims is claimed for another site, the very place where they 
passed away. 
 
Darrell White, President of the Natchez Association for the Preservation of African-American Culture. 
 
  
 
 
5 Saint Catherine Street 
 
The location of the memorial had never been an issue until very recently, when 
Monroe Sago made a request of the mayor to move it onto his private property. About fifteen 
years ago, Sago, in order to open a car wash business, bought the land where the tragedy 
occurred. As he told me, at the time he bought the land, he had never even heard about the 
tragedy. The site where the deadly fire happened, located at 5 Saint Catherine Street, is now a 
thirty by fifty foot rectangle of cracked concrete. Of the Rhythm Club itself, only a pole with 
the hanging empty frame of a sign remains. In 2010, Sago opened a one-room museum where 
he displays originals and copies of articles and photographs that relatives of the victims have 
sent him.  
When I arrived on the site of the museum, on a sunny Monday of January 2011, 
Monroe Sago was waxing a car in the shade of his private museum. When I greeted him and 
asked to visit the museum, Sago answered: “No, you cannot. It’s a private museum and you 
got to pay.” As I told him politely that I never expected to enter the museum for free, Sago 
opened the doors of his building and promptly asked me to give him seven dollars. After a 
very brief tour of his museum, during which I did not have the time to read the documents nor 
to say a word, he asked me if I wanted to buy any of the memorabilia he had for sale. I 
respectfully refused to buy from his museum “gift shop” mugs with photos of the Rhythm 
Club or t-shirts with a smoldering building printed on the back. Once we were outside, we had 
a short conversation. Sago explained that he expected his museum to grow, but that the 
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Natchez historical societies were preventing him from getting attention He deplored the fact 
that the memorial was placed on the bluff instead of the site where the tragedy occurred. In an 
angry tone, he also told me that he had not been happy to see a new historical marker placed 
next to the African-American museum. Clearly, for Sago, the commemorative markers of the 
fire, and the ceremonies linked to the tragedy, should be located on the site where the Rhythm 
Club stood. 
In March 2011, after declaring that “the monument on the bluff confuses tourists,” 
Sago officially tried to have the memorial moved onto his private property. The mayor refused 
to do so on the grounds that moving the monument risked structural damage to it. Again, local 
historians pointed out that the bluff was a part of the African-American landscape and that the 
initial wishes and intent of the Natchez Social and Civic Club of Chicago had to be respected. 
Sago does not take the full history of the black community into account, but bases his spatial 
vision on an empty commercial concept centered on the notion of “tourist.” A tourist is 
expected to come into a place with little knowledge about it; the way tourists experience a 
place is supposed to be, in large part, based on esthetic impressions (Ryden 43.) The tourist 
shares with the modern cartographer, preoccupied with quantifiable topology, an interest for 
surfaces. The historical discourse surrounding the landscape is secondary; it is a cultural 
coating that tourists should digest hastily. For instance, when a tourist arrives in Natchez, she 
is expected to stop at the excessively over-built Visitors’ Center to watch a twenty minutes 
film on the “history” of the city before moving into a town circumscribed by a small grid, if 
she follows the two-dimensional map offered by the institution. Sago wishes to offer the same 
sort of experience by adding a concentrated drop of black history to the program. 
Interestingly, he frames his position on the sole fact that he is the owner of the site of a 
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tragedy about which he had never even heard before buying the land for an evidently secular 
and commercial purpose. Sago follows the dominant Natchez “cultural” tourism paradigm: 
history is framed as a commodity which can be bought as a piece of land. In fact, anybody 
who owns a “piece” of history in the form of property can pretend to be included in the 
official tours sold by the Visitor’s Bureau, as long as the subjects tackled during the tour are 
not contentious. Since Sago frames his vision of the dance hall fire as an accident, it would not 
be surprising, in the near future, to see his museum figuring on the touristic map of the city. 
          
 This debate underlines the fact that the sites themselves are not closed containers of 
memory, but that memories are deployed in intertwined places, which is to say, spaces where 
everyday human activity relevant to a community imbues the land with emotions. Places are 
not simple geographical spaces, but complex constructions where individual memories 
encounter a broader collective remembrance. The mnemonic practices surrounding spatial 
locations give them a historical relevance for the present. As Fitzhugh Brundage argues, 
“Seldom satisfied with mere physical representations of historical memory, groups (whether 
based on geography or interest) often employ a fusion of narrative and performance to give 
added meaning to the past” (Brundage 2000: 8). Places emerge when narratives are woven 
into the physical features of a space; a monument acquires its aura through mnemonic 
practices. Hence, verbal and bodily performances are part of the fabric of history. A folkloric 
lens puts into perspective the emotional investment that marks the dynamic representations of 
places: both the narratives and the performances have to be taken into account to understand 
the production of place.  
The memorial on the bluff and the bluff itself acquire a lively dimension when seen 
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through their mental representation. The same day I met Monroe Sago, I went out Saint 
Catherine Street to confer with my friend Thelma Williams, whom I consider an authority on 
the history of the South. When she returned to Natchez at the beginning of the 1990s, after 
living for thirty years in New York, she opened a cultural center on Saint Catherine Street, in 
the Angeletty House. There, she served as the Project Director of Project Southern Cross, a 
nonprofit educational program for secondary school students. She also ran The Mostly African 
Market, which exhibited and sold crafts from Africa and the African Diaspora, the proceeds 
from which went to her educational association. Williams’s list of accomplishments in social 
activism for the African-American community of Natchez is extensive. Born in the late 
twenties, Williams remembers, with an astute and critical eye, the absurdities and injustices of 
the Jim Crow era.  As a member of historical associations, she also observes history in the 
making and ponders over the role each group is playing. Supportive of Sago’s initiatives to 
archive and conserve documents pertaining the Rhythm Club tragedy in a museum, she did 
not agree with his claims on the memorial itself. In her soft voice, she explained:  
The monument was sent by people from Natchez who lived in Chicago and who had 
formed a club. The idea of commemoration grew up early. It has continued. . . .  I have never 
seen the location on the bluff as difficult. The bluff was the center. . . .   
Again, it’s in Natchez, it’s in Mississippi, it’s in the strictly segregated South. But in 
these days, we had a section on the bluff blacks were allowed to frequent and a section where 
whites were allowed to frequent. . . . 
The commemoration of this event that so scarred the black community, despite the 
silly segregation of the people, makes the bluff a logical place for it. When we go out and 
encounter our city, and for people who come to the city, we take advantage of the view on the 
river, you must encounter that tablet. It would be “neat” to have it all in the same place, but . . 
.  I don’t know . . . . 
  
Williams, in her carefully crafted account, used the word “encounter,” which means both “to 
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meet” and “to engage in conflict with.”  Implicitly, she gives form to a contested past; the 
tablet is not something that we see, but something we have to experience. The fact that the 
bluff is now a public space is the fruit of long struggles, and this space takes its meaning from 
the narratives that surround it. Williams’s views are certainly not shared within the part of the 
Natchez community that seeks to preserve the fictions of the Old South. Even if the group 
who manages the tourist industry based on the nostalgia of the antebellum South has become 
less radical and more integrated, they still do not acknowledge the prominent role African-
Americans played in the establishment of their city. When Thelma Williams talked about the 
Natchez Fire, she talked about the community at large, since the whole city was impacted. She 
did not point to the site of the Rhythm Club, but to spaces the victims inhabited and the places 
where they interacted. By remembering places and preserving buildings, Williams contests 
hegemonic narratives based on “the moonlight-and-magnolia imagery of plantation life” 
(Brundage, 6). By mentally recreating a map of the black Natchez, Williams remembered how 
everyday life unfolded in the constraints of segregation.  
  
 
  
125 Saint Catherine Street, and around 
  
Thelma Williams lives in a two-story wooden house that once belonged to her 
grandparents.  As we were sitting in her living room, next to the family library, Williams 
began to talk about the tragedy and briefly summarized what had happened. I had called her 
before arriving for this visit to Natchez, and at that time she told me that she did not know 
much about the disaster itself, but that she would be glad to share some of her memories that 
revolved around the accident. Williams’ account traced an invisible map that made me realize 
that the event, in itself, was disseminated throughout complex memorial/spatial channels. 
Moreover, the form of her narrative was compelling: Williams lost a dear relative in the fire. 
Instead of starting to talk directly about the death of her cousin, she talked about Saint 
Catherine Street in order to explain how her experience of the disaster was shaped. When I 
turned the recorder on, Thelma Williams paused, smiled, looked at her hands and pensively 
stated: 
What I know about the fire comes from the many summers I spent in Natchez. Until I was in 
retirement, I never spent a full year here. I was living in Shreveport, Louisiana. My mother 
sent me out to my aunt and my grandmother to get out of the big city.  
Natchez, back in the days . . . the major difference with today’s Natchez is . . . the paths that 
one had to use to get from one area to another are now streets. I can remember that they were 
alleys. Directly across the street, here, there were lots of housing, not comfortable housing I’m 
afraid, but lots of houses. People lived on both sides of the alley. There was another one by the 
Angeletty House. You didn’t really go from Saint Catherine to East Franklin without passing a 
great deal of people! It’s the major difference, physically. Socially, it was a great change too I 
think, because there were the alleys, thickly populated really. Along Saint Catherine there 
were maybe, from where my aunt lived, right away from Brumfield, you know, the 
apartments—it was the High School before Sadie V. Thompson was built; they converted it 
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into apartments in recent years—so between there and, let’s say, Forks of the Road, there were 
probably ten juke joints. One was right across the street. You could sit on my front porch and 
listen! There was another one close to here, we called it the “brick store”; the building is still 
here—it is a two-story brick building.  
  
            Before delving into the details of her personal story, Williams traced a sketch of Saint 
Catherine Street as it stood during the Jim Crow era. Saint Catherine Street is now a busy one-
way road, and very few people use its sidewalks. In the 1990s the street was “cleaned up” by 
the Garden Clubs, which offered free house paint and lawn flowers to the inhabitants who 
could not afford them; the juke joints and the squares of shotgun houses have been bulldozed 
by the city in the last thirty years. Since Natchez is sold to the tourists as a place of elegance 
and chivalry, the material remnants of the past of its poorer citizens have not been preserved, 
and in many cases have been intentionally removed. Walking down Saint Catherine, I found 
only four shotgun houses, all in a state of disrepair. The rest of the black neighborhoods, 
which are not located on the tourists’ path into town, still contain many of the working-class 
dwellings that both poor whites and blacks occupied.  
 The alleys were both a place of social interaction and a symbol of oppression. Richard 
Wright, in his private correspondence, thought that these alleys were some of the worst places 
in the whole country: 
At night in the narrow alleys was the smell of burning hair coming from Negro beauty parlors 
where black women tried to make their hair look like that of white people. There was a 
persistently sour smell of earth around the backs of houses where dishwater was thrown out of 
windows, for there was no plumbing. Over the stench of the privies came the sweet scent of 
magnolias.  . . . By day flies hummed. At night mosquitoes sang. 
  
            Wright is concerned with the externals of the place and the immediate impressions the 
environment creates on him. By using sharp contrasts, he depicts a place where life seems to 
  
23 
 
be atrophied. Wright was, by then, an outsider who did not give value to the “myth of blood”; 
kinship, which greatly models our sense of place, is denied by Wright, who would never 
return to his hometown. Hence, when writing about his father, Wright could say that they 
“were forever strangers”; writing about his experience in town, he described feeling “numbed 
and lost” (Wright, Rowley, 2002: 211.)  
 The people who continued to live in Natchez do not forget the squalid aspect of the 
alleys, yet in their minds the narrow spaces between the houses are also filled with memories 
of life’s interactions. Jimmy Anderson, for instance, remembers that, in Mulberry Alley, thick 
crowds of people would gather around the radio every Saturday night to listen to the musical 
shows transmitted from Nashville and Memphis: “we would be there listening, and boy, we’d 
have a time! After the show we would sing, dance and talk, right here, on Mulberry.” The 
alleys were not only the gutter-like paths Wright described, but also spaces where 
communication and social activity took place. Wright, for instance, misses the cultural and 
aesthetic aspect of the beauty parlors; women certainly did not decide to gather in order to 
look “like white people,” but to attain their own standards of elegance. Any barber shop or 
beauty parlor is also a place where social textures are thickened through narratives, a place 
where people connect to each other. Hence, when Wright remembers the alleys and the juke 
joints, he does not recall a vibrantly lived-in environment, but rather the most disagreeable 
side effects of the life there. Williams, on the other hand, recalled transiting through these 
paths imbued with everyday life, hearing the music coming from the juke joints. The scale she 
uses to describe the street is not quantitative but humanely framed.  
 Singer and guitarist Elmo Williams shared similar feelings about the alleys and juke 
joints of Saint Catherine Street. When I asked him about the Natchez Fire, Elmo Williams 
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started to explain what he actually saw, and then transitioned into a moving narrative of his 
personal life: 
When I was a child I stayed out there in the country with my grand people. My family brought 
me back to town. I was born here in Natchez, on 6 Perrault Street, that run in directly in Saint 
Catherine. My dad didn’t take me too close to the fire, but from Brumfield School I could see 
the smoke. I saw the blazes. I wanted to go down and look at it, but my dad didn’t let me. My 
father and my mother described how the bodies were piled up like wood on the streets. People 
were coming from Louisiana, from everywhere to identify the bodies. Some of the bodies 
were buried in Watkins cemetery. . . . 
 Saint Catherine was the first thing you saw when you came in Natchez. You had juke joints, 
stores. Some of the stores sold work clothes, gloves, boots, and stuff like that. They had a fish 
market too. You didn’t have to go to town if you wanted to find something, unless you wanted 
to buy some dress clothes. Everything you wanted was on Saint Catherine. You wanted to 
hear the blues, it was there—all the blues players lived down on Saint Catherine. You had 
Chucker, Cat-Iron, Old Miller and his field band, and Osie Jackson and his field band. There 
was always somewhere to go on, on weekends. 
 
 Like Thelma Williams, Elmo Williams did not go into details about the “official” 
history of the tragedy, but offered instead a personal account of it. His personal mental 
mapping of the scene is very important. Subtly, Williams indicated the broad surface of the 
tragedy memoryscape. The Brumfield School and the cemetery are a leitmotiv in the 
narratives that I collected. Williams quickly diverges from the initial subject: he described the 
street where the disaster took place and the soundscape of the 1940s black Natchez. This 
narrative layer is of fundamental importance. Elmo Williams’ interview culminated in his 
performance of “The Natchez Burning,” in which his own history of the tragedy is enclosed. 
Before singing, Williams talked about his life on Saint Catherine and the way he himself 
learned to play the blues. This detour is a powerful explanation of his connectedness to the 
event:  
Growing up, my dad was a blues singer; he played guitar. He always told me he’s going to 
teach me how to play, but never had a chance. He got killed going down the coast at Biloxi. 
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He built air fields. He came back first from Scotlandville, Louisiana, where he worked on the 
airport down there. Then he went down for this contract on Gulfport—he was going back to 
work down there. He was in a wreck and got killed. He couldn’t teach me anything. I went 
down to the old folks down the street, but they said they didn’t have time to teach me. They 
didn’t want to teach you no way, because they didn’t want you to knock them down or 
nothing. In other words, they didn’t want you to play, because you could be better than them, 
or I don’t know what was going on. A friend of mine had a guitar. I bought some strings for it, 
so me and him just taught each other. We learned one tune from the other. We never tuned in 
natural. We tuned it the way we could play it. Later on I got me a guitar, so me and him went 
up and down the street, playing the guitar, singing the old country jukes.  That’s the way we 
did. We were just teenagers. From there to Switzerland, Japan . . . . 
  
 
The J.R. Café and Mr. White’s Barbershop are among the few remaining open African American businesses of 
Saint Catherine Street. 
 
Beside and behind these two shotgun houses, a compact neighborhood of similar structures existed in the 1940s. 
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 The evocation of the fire brought up another disappearance: from the vision of the 
disaster, we are transported to an intimate wound. The brutal death of his father deeply 
marked Elmo Williams. In order to explain his career as a singer, Williams remembers his 
debuts on Saint Catherine Street; his spatially constructed narrative enables him to give his 
listener a sense of his identity as a performer. As Ryden notes, “the key symbolic places, 
precincts of charged meaning we will never forget, become the spinal column of our 
autobiographical structure” (Ryden, 1993: 128). In an interview I conducted with Elmo 
Williams in 2007, he explained that he carried the legacy of his father through his songs. 
“Blue Jump the Rabbit,” one of Williams’s successes, is a blues song that his father did not 
have time to finish. Elmo Williams completed it and sang it throughout the world. Songs are 
reservoirs of memory; the blues of Elmo Williams contain hidden stories of people about 
whom he cared profoundly. Although these songs may contain floating verses that are 
ubiquitous to the genre, William’s songs are deeply anchored in place. In other words, 
Williams’s performances are mnemonic practices on which folklorists should ponder.   
 Williams’s version of “The Natchez Burning” is a stunning example of the 
incorporation of social space into folkloric performance. From my numerous previous 
conversations with Elmo Williams, a sawmill worker and musician I always admired, I never 
realized that his version of “The Natchez Burning” was a modified version of Howlin’ Wolf’s 
track. The latter singer, a Mississippian living in Chicago, paid his tribute to a community he 
cared for. Howlin’ Wolf’s community is rather imagined; the names he places in the song are 
made up. Elmo Williams made a crucial change in his interpretation: 
I play that song, “The Natchez Fire”; old fellows played it. A man from the Delta wrote it. I 
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put my words and changed some stuff in it. And I recorded it. That’s a way to educate the 
people about it. I changed some words. I put: “Louise was there. Big Brown was there. Big 
Blue was there. Willie Mae was there.” Willie Mae walked up and went uptown to get some 
money. Her man was there, under a window; they trampled him, and he knocked out the 
window—a woman was saved, that’s what saved her! Willie Mae was uptown when it 
happened; she had a juke joint on Franklin Street, just a block away. She was my aunt; that’s 
why I put her into the lyrics. Big Blue ran a big juke joint across from the Rhythm Night Club. 
The other man had a club right next to the Rhythm Club, on the corner of Pine and Jefferson. 
Cat-Iron had a song about those streets. He used to sing: “Main Street for the white folks, 
Franklin Street for the stores, Broadway for the funky butt, Rankin Street for the whores.” 
That’s the way he had it. He was an older man. 
 
Williams’ performance of “The Natchez Burning,” on his unplugged electric guitar, 
reintroduces the stories of people that have slipped between the lines of official history. In the 
whole literature about the fire, including the article I published in 2009, no mention is made of 
the specific people who disappeared in the fire; nor is any mention made of their unique 
individual functions in the liveliness of the community. Blues songs are vessels of history 
where individual presences are possible. Paul Oliver, in his pioneer historical study Blues Fell 
This Morning, wrote: “in the blues were to be found the major catastrophes both personal and 
national, the triumphs and miseries that were shared by all, yet private to one” (Oliver, 1960: 
11). The blues enable the esthetic expression of collective memory through intensely personal 
accounts. Elmo Williams transformed a standard of the Chicago Blues that stood as a marker 
of a national memory of the disaster into an intimate history of the Saint Catherine Street 
neighborhood. His version of the song is not an imitation of Wolf’s tune.  Rather, as William 
Ferris stressed when talking about musicians borrowing melodies and verses of records, the 
changes Williams made “reflect the singer’s own taste and make the song as much his creation 
as that of the record performer” (Ferris, 1970: 52). Williams, in his creative use of “The 
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Natchez Burning,” is thinking spatially about the event: what happened to Willie Mae is 
explained through her transition between two streets, and each individual is associated with 
the juke-joint he/she ran. Through Williams’s account, we can reconstitute what had been lost, 
humanely and culturally. We can also mentally recreate the built landscapes on the now empty 
slabs of concrete scattered on Saint Catherine.  
 
Elmo Williams, in his home on James Brown Avenue, Natchez. 
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The blues played a major role in the commemoration of the Natchez Fire throughout 
the nation. Sounds, music and songs, as well as material artifacts have the power to spark 
memories of the absent. The tragedy took away individuals who still inhabit the streets of 
Natchez. Talking about places means talking about the social bonds that unfold in a particular 
location; spatial elements structure narrative and esthetic performances that require the auditor 
to ponder the importance of the past in the present.3 By remembering the lyrics of a blues song 
by William Carradine, a fine slide-guitar player and singer also known as Cat-Iron, Elmo 
Williams extends the space of the tragedy to the streets surrounding Saint Catherine. Each 
street seems to have a definite function linked to the folks who inhabit it. The “funky butts” 
might well be the unemployed who seek daily work on Broadway Street, right on the bluff; 
the stores of Franklin Street mark a certain autonomy of the black community relative to the 
white businessmen of Main Street ; the “whores” of Rankin Street lead the listener to another 
tragic fire. Rankin Street was famous for its brothel run by Mrs. Nellie, a black 
businesswoman known by the whole community. The brothel stopped its activity in 1990 
when a man who had been refused the entrance because of his inebriation came back to the 
place and doused gasoline on Mrs. Nellie and struck a match. Mrs. Nellie passed away of 
three degree burns a week later, in the local hospital (Stewart, 2009: 56). Saint Catherine 
Street was the epicenter of these streets, the place where blacks transited for business and 
entertainment. When Williams remembers a song about the streets right after evoking the 
Natchez Fire, he offers a broader view of the functioning of the Saint Catherine neighborhood, 
which becomes an epicenter for African-American daily life through the texture of Elmo 
                                                          
3
 Cat-Iron was recorded by Frederick Ramsey, for the Library of Congress in 1958 in Buckner’s Lane, Natchez. 
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Williams’ meaningful narratives and songs. 
Thelma Williams, in her poignant recounting of the tragedy, took similar detours. Like 
Elmo Williams, she recreated the social and physical environment where her own tragedy 
happened. The fire took away beloved members of the black community: friends, siblings, 
relatives, and respected officials brutally disappeared from the animated Saint Catherine 
Street. Thelma Williams’s account is especially moving because, in an inward movement, her 
narrative subtly converged towards a more intimate space:   
This house was my grandparents’ house. I started to come here when I was 8. It was 1933; my 
father had died, and that’s when I started to come. In 1940, I just graduated high school in 
North Carolina, where my aunt worked. There I stayed 6 years in college and preparatory 
classes. It was in St Augustine’s in Raleigh. It’s still there . . . . 
 I had a relative who passed in the fire.  
  
At this time of our conversation, Williams picked up a folder in her library and showed 
me three pictures. We particularly paid attention to a family portrait. This family grouping 
presents to us the young Woodrich McGuire with his parents gathered around an 
impressively-large sedan. Woodrich McGuire seems the artist child of understanding, 
protective and urbane parents; he is stylish, even dapper, in his suit and tie and white scarf, his 
hair slicked back, his defensive pose and his eyes probing the intention of the unknown 
photographer. He leans close to his mother. 
This is my cousin who was killed in the fire, Woodrich McGuire. He was the band 
master at the Brumfield High School. I have a record of his band. There is an article of the 
Times Picayune here. You can have them—nobody will collect them after me, nobody is 
interested. . . . 
Woodrich was really handsome, and he played a beautiful violin. His mother died early in the 
thirties. He and his father moved back to this house. I can remember Woodrich walking up 
and down the hall, right here, playing the violin. He played the Meditation from Thais 
beautifully. He was a talented musician. He was maybe 23 when he passed away. 
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Woodrich McGuire and his parents, circa 1935. 
 
 
 
Woodrich McGuire, probably in the mid-thirties and then, in the late-thirties. 
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          In the folder she had taken out from her library, Thelma Williams had a 78 rpm acetate 
record of McGuire’s band, an invitation to his graduation at Brumfield High School, and a 
program for a concert his orchestra gave in 1938. As we meticulously looked through these 
artifacts, the profile of McGuire began to emerge. Through the words of his cousin, Woodrich 
McGuire was present in the home where we were sitting. Talking about the violin of McGuire, 
Williams looked in the direction of the hallway, as if the waves of the Meditation were 
imperceptibly resonating between the walls.  
 Objects are not inanimate matter; they are spatial elements that enclose the same 
qualities that landscapes take on when memories are attached to them. As Henry Glassie 
stated: “Beginning necessarily with things, but not ending with them, the study of material 
culture uses objects to approach human thought and action” (Glassie, 1999:41). The abstract 
and the concrete, to use Glassie’s terminology, are intertwined in the objects Williams 
examined and described. Hence, photographs are not mere representations; the world is not 
simulation or spectacle. Photographs attest to past existence. Jean-Luc Nancy, in Corpus, 
carefully notes that texts and images are not only “inscriptions,” but take their full meaning in 
their “exscription,” which is to say, their existence that acquires density and sensible traits 
through representations. For Nancy, an image is never empty; it attests to a concrete, past, 
bodily reality that cannot be forgotten. “Photography passionately exposes the real, its 
fragility, its grace, its transience. Somewhere, for a moment, something or someone has 
appeared. Photography shows us that it took place and that it resists our doubts, our 
forgetfulness, our interpretations” (Nancy, 1991: 113). Concrete spatial features, photographs, 
and records potentially contain stories of a traumatic past which could not be conceptualized 
through quantifiable data. These stories are affecting us because they “exscribe” the world; 
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they confer flesh and substantiality to our surroundings. Williams’s narrative takes us from the 
public space of the streets to the intimacy of her home, revealing the memories that some 
objects of her library potentially contained. Her sense of place is woven by and through 
different senses; the beauty of a violin tune, the sight of an old photograph, the feeling of a 
flimsy page of a newspaper spark images of the past, which in turn offer concreteness to the 
narration.  
The mental reconstruction of the street is a crucial detour in Williams’s narrative, as 
she establishes the different loci of the tragedy. After crafting history with spatial elements, 
she finally resituates her story in a precise time; chronology is here fragmented and the 
metaphorical transit, which is to say the movement between spatial images, serves as the 
anchor of the narration. Of course, the most important aspects of her stories are the people she 
mentioned, the bodies that were transiting in the buildings and the streets, the voices that 
animated the places. Thelma Williams offered the possibility to know more about the 
individuals who passed away in the fire.  
The Brumfield High School appeared to be one of the main sites about which I had to 
enquire if I wanted to understand how the fire changed the African-American community of 
Natchez. The High School of Saint Catherine Street, where McGuire studied and worked, lost 
not only one of its most brilliant teachers, but also a great number of students who hoped to 
celebrate their graduation by listening and dancing to the music of Walter Barnes. After 
talking about Woodrich McGuire, Williams returned us to the home of the aunt she had 
previously mentioned: 
I had another cousin who had her arm burnt in the fire; her arm was baked. If you remember 
the article with a strikingly beautiful young lady in the picture, that’s her. She lived right 
across Brumfield, with my aunt. She stayed in the hospital for 7 to 8 months.  
  
34 
 
My grandfather was a blacksmith and worked in a blacksmith shop on Saint Catherine, where 
the new housing unit is, before the car repair. My grandmother stayed home. They had three 
girls and a boy, the father of Woodrich.  
Nobody that I knew was untouched by that tragedy. It was discussed for years. It is 
interesting: I think the social memory of the tragedy is built on the fact that after years, it is 
less painful to talk about it. Why were they talking about it, it remains a question. It was a 
reference point: there was a before the fire and an after the fire. Natchez is a small town, 
everybody, if not related, was aware of everybody else. It struck rather deeply. . . . 
It gets kind of burned into your psyche, I guess. It’s hard to get rid of . . . . I still sense a loss 
for my cousin. And . . . I am sure people . . . I know that some people could not talk about the 
fire, because they were deeply scarred by it. They could not . . . . 
            Williams employs bodily terms to describe the effects of the disaster; her metaphors 
suggesting the bodily pain reveal that physical elements are more than mediums of narration. 
What happened at the bottom of Saint Catherine Street simultaneously happened in the psyche 
and left a scar in the social/individual memory. This collective trauma, or the scar Williams 
talks about, fills the space of Saint Catherine Street. By using metaphors, Williams inscribes 
her pain into the landscape, which in turn spurs her own memories. As Merleau-Ponty wrote, 
“our body teaches us to embed space to existence. . . .  To be a body is to be tied to a certain 
world: our body is not primarily in space: it is of it” (Merleau-Ponty, 1962: 172). 
 Merleau-Ponty refers to the human body as an “‘exemplar sensible,’ a structure in 
which is captured and exhibited the general structure of the world” (Leder, 1990: 210). The 
body, explains Drew Leder, is both “subject and object”: physical and mental space could not 
be disjointed. The burning scar left in the landscape affects also the bodies of many African-
Americans who experienced, first hand or not, the tragedy. For Merleau-Ponty, place and the 
body perceiving a given place are not two separate entities; instead, the body, as perceiver,  is 
made of the same flesh as the world it perceives. Inhabiting spaces, and creating them, are 
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processes that are articulated through our senses: we touch, smell, hear, see space and form 
memories of it through our sentient body. These memories, which are constitutive of our 
perception of the world, enable humans to populate spaces with invisible presences. In turn, 
these presences enable us to make sense of place. The body of Williams’s beloved relative, the 
sounds she associated with him, the grace she remembered in his gestures inhabit her soul, her 
house, and her neighborhood. Memories arise when a melody is remembered, when a 
photograph is taken out of a folder. The sentient body apprehends and reproduces places 
through memories that have been shaped by an infinite array of perceptions. Transits between 
present and past, between tangible structures and images of the vanished landscapes, are 
metaphoric. The few items Williams kept, such as McGuire’s graduation program, accentuate 
his very presence. Saint Catherine Street is not just a line on a map. The material remnants of 
its past, the bodies that moved on its sidewalks, the sounds that poured from its windows and 
the smells that came from its backyards did not totally disappear from the immediate 
landscape. 
  
 
 
             
 
The Brumfield High School 
 
 
The Brumfield High School on Saint Catherine Street. 
 
The Brumfield High School appears to be one of the sites where the presence of the 
victims could be felt. Woodrich McGuire had encouraged his students to attend the Walter 
Barnes show since it presented a unique educational opportunity. Barnes was a model among 
band leaders and musicians. He was one of the first black radio entertainers, a remarkable 
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music critic for the Chicago Defender, and a famous musician. Born in Vicksburg, 
Mississippi, Barnes was an icon and a pioneer of the Chitlin’ Circuit, who established himself 
as one of the central figures of the Chicago jazz scene. Barnes wrote about the necessity of 
social elevation through indigenous black aesthetic creations in his Chicago Defender articles 
and admonished musicians to display elegance and sophistication, since they represented, to 
him, the elite of African-Americans. Hence, going to see Walter Barnes was not mere 
entertainment, especially for the students of Brumfield High School. Woodrich McGuire was 
the kind of leader Barnes described; the record Williams gave me is a powerful evocation of a 
young man who stood as a model for his community. Through the almost-overwhelming static 
and scratches of this worn recording, and behind the sonorous and solemn voice of Mr. 
Russell Freed, a mostly haunting and otherworldly music forms the background of this 
musician’s elegy; yet, at moments, in order to illustrate the elegist’s narrative, we might hear 
briefly a military march or a Spanish serenade punctuating the meandering and mournful dirge 
that always returns through the cracking and popping to accompany Mr. Freed’s homage to 
the exemplary Professor McGuire and his three fellow musicians. To quote the recorded 
eulogy: 
 
How do you do, everybody? This is Russell Freed speaking for Mr. Matthew J. Curtis, Jr., in 
honor of his deceased school teacher and band director of the Brumfield High School, 
Professor William Woodrich McGuire, Jr. He was young, kind-hearted, and respectful, and 
did everything in his power to help everybody. Professor McGuire was the organizer and 
director of the Brumfield High School Band, which began in the later part of 1937. This band 
gave its first parade through the city of Natchez with Professor McGuire as drum major. The 
Brumfield Band had meant a great deal to him. He did all he could to make it the most 
outstanding school band in the state of Mississippi, in appearance as well as in musicianship. 
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The Brumfield High School was proud of Professor McGuire for his generous work and for its 
first school band that was organized by him. He always liked to hear the band play “The 
Thunderer,” a march composed by John Philip Sonsa. So “The Thunderer” became the band’s 
masterpiece.   
  
On April 23rd, 1940, the Brumfield High School Band had its final rehearsal with Professor 
McGuire directing. This was the best rehearsal the band ever had. Professor McGuire talked to 
the band members very seriously about the future. The last selection the band played was “La 
Paloma”, a Spanish serenade, and three marches, namely “The Soldiers’ Chorus,” “Color 
Guard,” and “The Regent.” On the night of April 23rd, 1940, about 11:15 p.m., the Rhythm 
Nightclub Dancehall was destroyed by fire. Professor McGuire was burned to death.  Three 
other band members who also burned to death were Miss Ruth Brown, first clarinetter, Mr. 
John Logan, first trumpeter, and Miss Edna Taylor, first tromboner. This tragedy shocked the 
city of Natchez, and the Brumfield High School Band mourned in sorrow. They shall linger on 
in the hearts of us all, but, let us say . . . they are not dead, but just away. 
             
        The story of the Brumfield High School never was mentioned in newspapers. The 
thorough coverage of the Chicago Defender mentioned that two band leaders were killed: 
Barnes and Clarence Bud Scott, a famous Natchez swing band leader who used to play in 
Chicago with his father. When Thelma Williams revealed her sense of loss, some of the names 
engraved on the bluff’s plaque took a bodily dimension; the Brumfield High School appeared 
to be one of the epicenters of the tragedy. The handwritten words on the B side of the acetate 
record, “Not dead, but just away,” are thickening the map of Saint Catherine, as if the street 
were still filled with the sounds and motions of the past. Searching for the history of the 
Brumfield High School stood as a unique possibility to sketch a portrait of some of the victims 
whose names were engraved on the bluff memorial, but were vanishing from the scattered 
tombstones of the Watkins Cemetery. 
Thelma Williams kindly suggested that I talk with her friend, Thelma White, who 
presides over the association for the preservation of the African-American Watkins Cemetery. 
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Williams knew that Thelma White had studied at the Brumfield High School and that she 
potentially had stories about the fire. The same evening, I called Mrs. White and mentioned 
our common friend. After I briefly explained my research goals, which were, to tell the truth, 
becoming less and less precise, Mrs. White agreed to meet with me the next morning.  
When she arrived at the Natchez Historic Foundation, Thelma White got of the car her 
grandson was driving, knocked her cane on the asphalt, looked at me and said: “87 years old, 
but still jumping!” Thelma White is frank, direct; her beautiful and rhythmic English is 
sparked with subtle touches of humor. Thelma White is a humble and graceful person whose 
narration skills and memory are stunning. Her elegant language is punctuated by rapid 
gestures of the hands, by melodic inflections of her tone. As we sat in an empty meeting room, 
we started our conversation by exchanging documents. Thelma White brought me an article 
pertaining to the history of the Watkins cemetery; I gave her a copy of my article on the 
Natchez Fire. We also found out that we had worked in the same public school system in 
Louisiana and that we had ties with the same communities. The fact that I am first and 
foremost an inhabitant of Natchez and an actor in the education system of Ferriday, Louisiana, 
an African-American town, enabled me, in my conversations with Thelma White and others, 
to complicate their initial image of me as a complete outsider passing by to record oral history. 
Thelma White did not have to draw an elementary map of the event for my understanding; she 
revealed the most hidden aspects of Natchez and offered a profound vision of the black 
community.  
Before I started the recorder, I explained that my interests had shifted from a strict 
story of the circumstances in which the fire happened to the social network that had 
disappeared so suddenly. When the recorder started, I simply started to ask her if she knew 
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McGuire. From a precise question, a remarkably rich and beautiful narrative unfolded. I will 
here reproduce most of our conversation, and will stop briefly to explore some of the 
ramifications she suggests. Thelma White is one of the persons Barry whom Lopez, in his 
essay named The American Geographies, described as “people in whom geography thrives. . . 
.  Their knowledge is intimate rather than encyclopedic, human but not necessarily scholarly. 
It rings with the concrete details of experience” (Pretty, 2000: 223). Her account is a model of 
folk knowledge; her words reveal the hidden social map of Natchez, the spatial texture of 
oppression and injustice, and the profound personal pains that permeate the sites where the 
tragedy struck. Moreover, its literary qualities are undeniable; they give its readers a sense of 
the way the critical space of memory deploys itself:   
Yes, I knew Woodrich McGuire; he was my favorite teacher. I was a senior and he had 
recommended me for a scholarship down in Southern University. I was, they called it “smart.” 
I did well in school. Of course, when he died, that was the end of that. For me, you know, in 
Natchez. I had no other recourse to get a scholarship. He was a young man. He was very 
interesting and inspiring. He cared about his students; he tried to make sure we enjoyed, and 
learned. Incidentally, he was also in the band. I was in the band too; I wasn’t doing anything 
but playing the drum. He thought I had some potential. And I did. . . . .  
I graduated from Brumfield in 1940, same year as the Fire. We had lost so many out of the 
class, and we had lost Woodrich McGuire. Everybody was just . . . everybody was crying all 
over the graduation. . . . We lost so many out of our class. I didn’t get to go to the dance, 
because it was two weeks before graduation. We graduated the 31st; it was about a week away 
from graduation. Of course, everybody wanted to go; that was a big event. Walter Barnes 
came through! The big bands were going from New Orleans to Chicago—that was supposed 
to be the main route. Going North. They came through Natchez. When the big bands were 
playing—like Glenn Miller, Walter Barnes—people from all over Natchez, people from 
Vidalia and Louisiana . . . everybody was there. The place was packed, which helped to lead 
to the problem. 
We had school that day. Ruth Brown was my seat-mate. At that time we had double seats in 
the auditorium where we gathered before to go to class. I walked part of the way home with 
her; we went in the same direction. The dance was only a quarter. She was going to ask her 
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grandfather. Of course, girls wore those durum skirts and peasants blouse. It wasn’t anything 
fancy, you know.  I knew that my dad wasn’t working at that time; I knew there was no way I 
was going to go. After I left her, I felt so despondent, I went home. We walked all the way 
home from Brumfield, and I live in Woodlawn [Thelma White lived 3 miles away from her 
school]. Our house was right at the city limits, you might say at that time. Natchez College 
was right behind our house. I walked up the hill, crying all the way, hoping and praying and 
knowing it wasn’t going to happen.  
[insert paragraph]When I got home, I just mentioned it to Mother. I said: “Mother, I know you 
don’t have any money to send me to the dance.” She said: “No, I don’t have any money for 
that.” I went on, and mopped [or ‘moped’?]around, crying around, went to bed early and slept 
in the living room. We had a dufo—we called it dufo, I don’t know what is the correct name 
for it. I was sleeping there; everybody was in bed. I remember it was about 12. My name is 
Thelma White now, but my name was Thelma Thompson. My dad’s friend, who lives 2 or 3 
blocks away, Mr. White came and called my dad from the front porch. I really wasn’t gone 
asleep. He said: “George, George! Wake up George! George, help me, George! My daughters 
both went to that dance, and I believe they’re both dead! We’re going out to the charity 
hospital to see if they’re out there. . . . George, George, that’s the worst thing I’ve ever seen!”  
 Everybody ran to the front door. Our house faced a church, faced a little street—it was 
like a back street. It was called Buckner’s Lane, and you could see lights pop out all over that 
street and hear screams, all over the street. Of course, I didn’t go anywhere, but Daddy went 
with Mr. White. He didn’t discuss when he came back. The next day, everybody was talking 
about it, the terrible thing that happened. The woman down the street had a daughter; she had 
asked to go to the dance. I don’t know how she got the quarter. She slept with her mother, and 
she had pushed a quilt besides of her mother. The mother thought she was in bed. She was 
dead. Everywhere up and down the streets, there were people screaming.  
 
 Thelma Williams had given me the program of the Annual Mid-Year Concert of the 
Brumfield High School Band held in February 1940. The names of Ruth Brown and Thelma 
Thompson appear on the back of the yellowed program. One of the trumpet players, Johnny 
Logan, also figures on the bluff’s plaque. According to Duncan Morgan, an elder at the 
Catholic Holy Family Church of Saint Catherine Street, more than 50% of the people who 
passed away in the fire were under 25 years of age. Many of them were young promising 
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African-Americans who were about to graduate from one of the most prestigious High 
Schools of Mississippi. They were living in the different black neighborhoods scattered in 
town.  
 One of the striking features of White’s account are the spatial elements and the 
soundscape used to recompose her memory of the tragedy. When she mentioned the trajectory 
she made every day to reach her school, and described the lights popping out on Buckner’s 
lane, Thelma White sketched invisible lines on the table; her stories enable her listeners to 
visualize and to hear the tragedy as it struck the families of Natchez. As she continued to 
explain what happened in April 1940, her descriptions of space became intensely charged with 
social meanings. 
 After a silence, White tried to explain what the Rhythm Club looked like. The detours 
she takes in her description are not marginal stories; White’s account encompasses the full 
history of her community. As Barry Lopez wrote in his fascinating essay, Arctic Dreams, 
through memorial narratives, people become “attached to the land as if by luminous fibers; 
and they live in a kind of time that is not of the moment but, in concert with memory, 
extensive, measured by a lifetime. To cut these fibers causes not only pain but a sense of 
dislocation” (Lopez, 1986: 279). Thelma White’s scale to map the event is humanely framed 
through her own experience of hardships, struggles, and victories; her vision of the whole 
town echoes her attachment to places she wishes to preserve:  
The place [the Rhythm Club] was built like a storage room, like a warehouse, just corrugated 
tin and it went all the way back, no doors at the back. People bought it, cleaned it up, painted 
inside, very low ceilings—they had put moss on those ceilings for decoration. It was the only 
big place that we had as blacks. Everything was segregated. It was totally white, or totally 
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black. Everything in Natchez that was public was private to us because we couldn’t go. The 
city fathers didn’t really help or encourage any endeavors on the black part, industry wise.  
My mother would go and walk all the way across town and clean up and cook for a lady for 3 
dollars a week. It’s to give you an idea. And at that time, it was nothing! Very little! It was just 
like that. My dad worked at the lumber company and he might got 10 or 12 dollars a week . . . 
. Very little, just living on very little! . . . So . . . to us, the place was painted; it was fixed up 
inside; the band was going to be there. Everybody was jitterbugging; jitterbugging was the big 
thing that year! I couldn’t jitterbug, I don’t have a rhythm, any rhythm, never did! All my 
friends could jitterbug; they wanted to go, showing off. People came from all around, 
neighboring small communities. 
 
 
Thelma White 
 
 To give her listener an idea of the way the building was perceived by African-
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Americans, Thelma White mentions, in an animated tone, the hardships her mother endured as 
a house worker. It is not only the meager wage that her mother was receiving that revolts her, 
but also the distance she had to cross to make so little money. In her story, she subtly brings to 
the forefront the hidden history of black southern women who struggled in white people’s 
houses for meager wages. Most African-American women in the United States did not have 
any choice “but to work long hours, sometimes up to a seventy-nine-hour work week with half 
a day on Thursdays and Sundays. If they complained or refused to work such hours, they were 
easily replaced” (Mack, 1999: 45). By taking this detour, White explains that people of her 
social class, within her community, had to do with little. Her narrative finely weaves 
autobiographical elements with a concrete experience of space, which constitutes her sense of 
place. To talk about walking the streets of Natchez means to talk about social realities. As 
Ryden eloquently states, “The mind includes more than intellect. It contains a history of what 
we learn through our feet. It grasps the world that meets the eye, the city we know though our 
legs, the places we know in our hearts, in our guts, in our memories, in our imaginations. It 
includes the world we feel in our bones” (Ryden, 1993: 34). In the narratives of Thelma 
White, a memory forged through her sentient body that experiences distances and privations 
as humiliations directs the trajectory of the global historical account. Politically, her account is 
frank and straightforward: Natchez African-American public spaces had to be privately 
created since segregation forbade blacks from entering the “public” (but actually whites-only) 
buildings that, ironically had almost all been constructed by black labor and expertise. As her 
narrative unfolded, Thelma White revealed the structure of hegemonic practices concerning 
the appropriation of space.  The conversation grew in intensity when we talked about her 
personal activities revolving around the maintenance of the biggest African-American 
  
45 
 
cemetery of Natchez. By defining her attachment to this particular place, Thelma White 
transited through distant parts of the African-American past; what seemed to be the margins of 
her main point were fibers that tied together her own past to a broader African-American 
history of struggles and accomplishments.
  
 
 
The Watkins Cemetery 
 
 Thelma White is the president of an association whose goal is  to preserve the main 
black cemetery of Natchez, the Watkins Cemetery. With a group of women, she created “The 
Worthy Women of Watkins Cemetery” in order to prevent the disappearance of the site. For 
many years, most of the cemetery has been abandoned, as families left to seek a better life in 
the North. After White finished her moving account of the tragedy, I asked her about the 
history of the Watkins Cemetery. I listened carefully as she crafted an impressive story of a 
place by bringing together elements that seemed, at first, heterogeneous to the scope of the 
question. Again, her narration took us back to Saint Catherine Street, when she mentioned Mr. 
Brumfield. As she spoke it became clearer and clearer to me that Saint Catherine was the 
locus of a formidable and hidden history. I will here reproduce at length her powerfully 
sobering and self-explanatory narrative: 
The first principal of the first black school was Mr. Brumfield—at that time they had rules: a 
teacher could not teach unless he was unmarried, don’t ask me why. . . . Some teachers went 
to work in Louisiana; I think they paid better than in Mississippi. . . . Anyway, Mr. Brumfield 
was made principal of the school on the block after Union Street—you had to cross the 
railroad track. Right at that corner, there is a funeral home now. On the other corner was a 
school that went up to ninth grade; that’s where my mother went to school. Mr. Brumfield was 
the principal. . . . They were burying blacks under the hill, down to the river; there had been a 
camp down there, when the black were freed, when General Grant came here. 
My grandfather had been a slave. He never knew his family; they were taking black babies 
and kept them until they sell them at the Forks of the Road. He never remembered anything 
about his parents; he remembered an older woman who was supposed to feed him and see he 
was sufficiently clothed. He was brought down to the Forks of the Road and then he was sold 
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to the Carpenter family, which owned that big Dunleith Plantation down on Homochitto street. 
He was sold to that family as a boy and that’s where he grew up. He was a kitchen boy and 
assistant cook. When General Grant came into Natchez and told everybody that they were 
free, people in Natchez knew it before people in other areas. They just took off; my 
grandfather left the plantation. Incidentally, we have a picture of the Carpenter family and 
their slaves; the man standing in the front was my grandfather. I’m one of the few Negroes 
who know who their folks were. He was free and did what he did the best—he knew how to 
bake, fancy baking. He went down on Main Street, set up a stand and sold baked goods to the 
market. That’s how he started his business. Then he opened a café on Franklin Street. I don’t 
know how we got off now, what were you asking? 
Ho, the cemetery. . . . He’s buried out there. They had a cemetery; the free blacks congregated 
at under the hill, they started a cemetery down there, I don’t know where. Blacks in Natchez 
were buried on the plantations, and some were buried under the hill. The Confederates 
bulldozed the whole place. Sometimes they were buried around the churches, small country 
churches. So Mr. Brumfield got with nine other men and they bought a piece of land right at 
the city limits, behind Natchez College, which was a Baptist college. They bought that stretch 
of land which was called the Shooting Park. These ten black men bought that stretch of land 
called the Shooting Park. That was in 1909. My grandfather, who had his café on Franklin St, 
bought a house on Madison, next to our church, which is one of the oldest churches in 
Natchez. Just before World War I, he was going to his café and he had developed a flu. There 
was a flu epidemic just before that war that killed so many people in America, that was in 
1913. . . . They buried him in this new cemetery. That gives me the connection to the 
cemetery. He has a nice stone my grandmother put on his grave; his name was Ervin Evans. 
He’s near the front. 
  Mr. Brumfield and his daughter had been buried at the front of the cemetery. There 
was an iron fence where he was that I found when I was cleaning, at the top of the hill. 
Everything in Natchez is hills. . . . There is an oral history from a teacher, who taught my 
mother. He was here when Brumfield died. He was buried from the Zion church; they let the 
school out that day, and they walked from Brumfield on Pine Street to the cemetery. They 
were all lined up to the right side of the cemetery; we don’t have a stone for him. That’s all 
oral history. 
 In her reconstruction, Thelma White follows the path of her memory and conveys the 
people that enable her to craft a full history of the cemetery. The stories of Mr. Brumfield and 
of Ervin Evans are far from being marginal. White mentions the name of Brumfield to 
underline that it was a necessity for blacks to privately establish a cemetery since it was the 
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only way to create a public space for the African-Americans whose burial places had 
previously been destroyed. As she had previously stated, “everything in Natchez that was 
public was private to us because we couldn’t go.” The denying of public space includes the 
burial sites too. Hence, creating a cemetery was a political action; by burying people who 
endured slavery and segregation in a space that could potentially last, Brumfield and the 
founders of the Watkins Cemetery affirmed the existence of a consequential African-
American history in Natchez and the basic right of black people to have their bodies treated as 
human bodies rather than as animals. In a certain way, they were responding to the urging of 
Frederick Douglass, who wrote in opposition to the historical trend of national reconciliation 
that favored a “generous forgetfulness.” To him, and certainly for the founders of the Watkins 
Cemetery who witnessed slavery, forgetting the injustice perpetrated upon African-Americans 
in the past would lead to increasing inequalities in the present. When the Watkins Cemetery 
was bought in 1909, violence against blacks had redoubled; progress made during the 
Reconstruction was undermined. Douglass, in 1888, declared: “Well the nation may forget, it 
may shut its eyes to the past, and frown upon any who may do otherwise, but the colored 
people of this country are bound to keep the past in lively memory till justice shall be done to 
them” (Blight, Douglass Jubilee 224).  
 Cemeteries are not only places of individual remembrance, but also spaces where 
communal history finds its echoes. Thelma White kept up with the tradition of remembrance 
Douglass wished to keep alive. By mentioning the story of her grandfather, she ponders on the 
inhuman economic system on which a small number of inhabitants of Natchez erected their 
formidable wealth. The connection she has to the cemetery leads her to broaden the historical 
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field in which her memories unfold. The Forks of the Road, where her grandfather was sold, 
was the second largest slave market of the South in the nineteenth century. Incidentally, it was 
located on the northern entrance of Saint Catherine Street. The history of this important slave 
market, where humans were sold and murdered, has been intentionally hidden for many years 
by the different Garden Clubs and local “historians” of the city who promoted a tourism based 
of the romantic side of the Old South (Davis, 2001). The present making of history and the 
preservation of the concrete environment where tragic events happened is central in White’s 
account. In the end of her narrative, she develops a complex and personal vision of the people 
who are trying to officially manage the politics of remembering and forgetting: 
Our custom was: the cemetery was sold in small pieces, $20 a spot, and sometimes that was 
all one person owned. Black people had to rent houses. They would give the money a little bit 
at a time, until they paid for it. The idea was that you bought your lot and had to take care of 
it. No care was set up. It was 17 acres. As families died out and left Natchez, there was no 
care for the cemetery. It grew up. Some were still keeping their lots clean. My mother came 
every Sunday on the cemetery, stopping along the way to talk with everybody. We knew 
everybody; that’s the way Southerners did. You go out, you clean it, you come back home. 
There was no recreation, anything for us. It had grown up. People used to go through the 
cemetery to reach their neighborhood, so the city had bought their right of way through there. 
People started to misuse the byway through there, throwing garbage. 
We went to the city so they clean it up, since it was their right of way. Finally they did; they 
cleaned up. Too many trees grew up in this cemetery! It was wilderness almost! The trees fall 
and it’s a problem. The city cleaned up and threw everything at the back of the cemetery, 
which means that that part would have been lost. That’s when I got concerned. That’s when I 
was teaching; I taught in Baton Rouge for 20 years at LSU. When I retired and came home, it 
just bothered me. I tried to get people together to clean it up, to pay attention to the cemetery. 
People would give $2, $3—it’s nothing, you know. I kept on at it. It took five trailer loads to 
get the debris away from the cemetery.  The city refused to recognize it was the black 
cemetery; they said, as far as they’re concerned, it’s private property.  
Finally I started an organization. I charted the Worthy Women of Watkins Street Cemetery. At 
first I was sorry I did it because I don’t know where the hempf I got the name “worthy 
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women” from. It sounds like something from England! I didn’t want to call it what they called 
it all these years, the colored people cemetery. I didn’t like that: “colored people.” Black, 
Negro is okay. The main idea was to get an organization people recognized. . . . 
Some of the Garden Clubs helped. We have here a group of white people who help . . .  but we 
don’t know who they are. First, this lady involved with the antebellum homes, where people 
takes tours. They always say one part of the story, because who took care of those homes? 
Who built those homes? They were black, you know. All they will show you is where they 
had their parties, and how wonderful their homes were. That’s the big thing here in Natchez. 
They can get nobody out there acting like a black person working. They don’t want to 
recognize anything the blacks did.  
[insert paragraph]That’s really a southern mindset. It comes from that idea that blacks were 
slaves, that we were supposed to be low class, stupid without the ability to do something that 
they don’t tell us to do. Blacks built these buildings but get no credit for it. This whole city 
was constructed, and you might say, run by black people. They just refuse to recognize them 
as their equals. That’s definitely a southern mindset. It is the Deep South, and not all of it, not 
all of them. When I deal with them, I tell them I have a problem with them: you look good, 
you sound good, but I don’t really know what you mean, because I know that some of you 
would take some of my black boys and hang them like nothing happened! It’s just nothing! 
Some of them are this way; they’re going to die like that—there’s nothing to do about it. We 
blacks have to be better, more broad mannered than they are; we have to accept them as a 
person and try to believe what they appear to be. . . .… It’s kind of hard sometimes. . . . Once 
in a while they slip, and we find out – oh oh!  
We started to work on the section of the cemetery where the Rhythm Club victims are buried. 
The terrible thing is that the building was in corrugated metal; when it burnt, it became bright 
red. Those people were absolutely cooked; they brought them out in pieces. There was no way 
they could be recognized. They laid them outside on the street, and the city said that because 
of the danger of infection, they had to be buried as soon as possible. I understand that a 
woman from Sibley bought that section of the cemetery right down at the bayou. Natchez is 
all built on bayous, bayous everywhere. Everything is on the edge of a bayou! They built 
trenches, ten feet wide. They don’t know how many bodies they put there. Nobody, no 
minister, nothing—they are buried down there. Nobody went down there; it seems it was 
anathema. Almost like an evil place.  
I took it over; I cleaned up. The Garden Club helped. . . . Thanks to me and my group, it looks 
almost like it should now. Somebody from the city department told a Garden Club member, 
“it’s not worth helping those people; they’re not going to keep it up.” I asked the member of 
the Garden Club to introduce me to the person who said that. I met her—she said that the city 
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had done a lot of work in it. I said, “yes, they dumped all they cleaned in another part of the 
cemetery.”  She said, “I didn’t know that!” Then she stated that they sent people who had to 
do public service. I said, “yes, they came, but those kids didn’t want to pick the trash up and 
there was no way to make them do that.” Everything the city had done, I told her, was never 
enough. She said, “I didn’t know that . . . I didn’t know that.” And then she said, “do you 
know who I am?” “No, I don’t.” She said, “I’m Bilbo’s niece.” Honestly, I acted pretty bad! 
[hitting the table.] “No wonder why you came here with that attitude! Bilbo is the worst 
enemy blacks ever had!” She said, “he was nice to some . . . .” ”When they came to the 
backdoor! Sure! You took advantage of us wherever you could! Any way he could help us, he 
did not. He was not a friend of the blacks. Barbour is not either. He said everything was fine 
up there in Yazoo City! Lord have mercy!”  
 Thelma White’s practices associated with the preservation of the cemetery stem from 
personal attachments to the individuals buried there. Her classmates who passed away in the 
fire, her grandfather, and important members of the black community who worked to its 
betterment lie in eternal rest under the gentle hills of the Watkins Cemetery. Six years ago, the 
17 acres of land adjacent to the bayou were covered by tall grass; mimosa trees had grown 
anarchically between the scattered graves; many of the handcrafted tombstones were 
disintegrating. The bottom part of the cemetery was inaccessible; the section where most of 
the victims of the fire were buried, located at the bottom of a hill, was effectively invisible. 
Dorothy Sanders, treasurer of the Worthy Women association, told me, however, that a path 
leading to the mass graves had always existed. People never forgot this part of the cemetery 
and came to gather in silence in memory of their beloved ones.  
 The Worthy Women did a remarkable work; the cemetery in its whole is now trimmed 
up and clean. The Rhythm Club section, which is now visible, comprises fourteen individual 
graves adjacent to an area that seems to be empty. The mass graves, which were shown to me 
by Sanders, are now marked by a temporary sign. Sanders explained that the Worthy Women 
were raising funds to have a proper tablet commemorating the victims. The Watkins Cemetery 
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contains the humble history of a people who endured the violence of a town led by white 
supremacists. Small artifacts, finely crafted, are placed on the graves of the poor who could 
not afford a plaque; colorfully decorated vases and bright blue tombstones create nuances of 
lights among the squares of gray grass. It reminds us of an enduring esthetic, of an equilibrium 
blacks created among them.  
 Thelma White’s motivations for the preservation of the cemetery are complex. It 
represents a part of the history of the community as well as a part of herself: 
17 acres, many of our people buried out there, my relatives . . . . Why is a cemetery important? 
You have to ask yourself. It does not do anything. It’s just a part of Natchez, a part of me, a 
part of our history. I don’t think they will tear the white cemetery. Actually, the city cemetery, 
and the National cemetery, they have problems. They had to bury those blacks who died at 
war and they didn’t do. They didn’t like it. . . . I think somebody has to start something to 
preserve our history, because they do not give credit for what we did. You still have a mindset 
here in Natchez of being separated—different, not equal. 
 
 
 Thelma White anchors a part of her identity in the cemetery, hence, in the struggles for 
the affirmation of the history of her people. As Ryden states, our “sense of identity may be 
one of the strongest of the feelings with which we regard places: when our meaningful places 
are threatened, we feel threatened as well. Along with other elements of the sense of place, 
this feeling of identity helps give order, structure, and value to the geographical world” 
(Ryden 33). The value given to the Watkins Cemetery is not only personal; from the graves of 
former enslaved people resonate the struggles for the living African-Americans of Natchez. 
White mentions the forgetfulness of Mississippi Governor Haley Barbour, who belittled the 
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Civil Rights struggles in 2010; her own practices and discourse are powerfully counteracting 
the rise of contentious politics among Southern Republicans. The fact that White insists on the 
necessity of recognizing black labor in the physical creation of Natchez orients the discussion 
on the practices of the people who manage the Old South touristic industry of the city. Putting 
Thelma White’s account in contrast with the practices of the “other” main group of tourism-
oriented preservationists is necessary to understand her revolt. Bilbo’s niece represents a class 
of women who elaborated and consolidated a social memory based on a form of folklorism: 
the invented traditions of the Old South, a fantasized region where slavery and mistreatment 
of African-Americans never seemed to have happened (Bendix, 1997: 187).  
 
The Watkins Cemetery.
  
 
 
 Places as tools of contestation: the Forks of the Road 
 At the beginning of the thirties, Natchez had started to build its economy on a peculiar 
form of tourism: the Natchez Pilgrimage. During the Depression era, a group of white ladies 
decided to establish a managing Garden Club and to open their refurbished antebellum houses 
to the tourists’ nostalgia for the past grandeur of Dixieland (Hoelsher, 2003). Because the 
northern army had spared the town at the time of its occupation, many historic houses and 
structures constitute the city-center and fill the atmosphere with memories of the Old South 
and the pre-Civil War era.4 The Pilgrimage started in 1932, and its success was immediate. It 
is still today the backbone of Natchez’s economy (Davis, 2001). 
 Every March and October, many people attended, and still attend, the tours of the 
southern antebellum mansions where the ladies of the Garden Club, in hoopskirts and 
pantalettes, reenact and narrate their beloved past. Tourists come to admire the architectural 
traits of the imposing structures and to attend long explanations about pieces of baroque 
Victorian furniture by John Belter I, the Zuber wallpapers, the Egyptian marble mantelpieces, 
or the “Chinese motifs on the lovely staircase.” The term “pilgrimage” usually describes the 
journey of a pilgrim to a shrine or to a sacred site; in Natchez, each toured house is in effect 
                                                          
4
 In May 1862, Natchez surrendered to Flag-Officer David Farragut and was hence left undamaged by Union 
troops. Natchez was first settled by the French in 1716, two years before New Orleans, Louisiana., making it the 
oldest permanent settlement on the Mississippi River. Natchez once comprised over 500 millionaires, more 
than any other city in the United States, except New York. We can find more than 600 pre-Civil War structures, 
and over 1,000 buildings are on the National Register of Historic Places (Historic Preservation, 1979). 
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treated as a sanctified place which leads its visitors to a time where everything was about 
“romance.” A house in downtown Natchez is described as an autonomous object with 
individual characteristics and not as a building constructed by workers; it becomes, to use the 
words of Marx, “a very queer thing, abounding in metaphysical subtleties and theological 
niceties” (Marx, 1987: 52). Duncan Morgan, who is considered as one of the finest bricklayers 
of Natchez, when describing his work, gives us one of the reasons why a building can become 
a “queer thing”:  
Any of the houses you see—the sidewalks, the courtyards, the landings, the steps going 
around an antebellum house—everything you see requires work. . . . A building like 
Longwood does not stand still for a hundred and fifty years; it needs attention. I work on it 
with my team. The trick is, when you leave it, to make it look like you have never been there. 
So when the tourists come the next day, they do not know you have been working on it 
yesterday. 
 
 It is part of Duncan Morgan’s job to play the “trick.” Morgan is a highly skilled 
professional who learned from his father: “My family has been in the bricklaying business 
since 1830. That’s when my ancestors were freed. They were free people of color”. The 
Morgans, among many other skilled African American workers, are behind the “trick” of 
maintaining the illusion of timelessness by hiding the time-labor. As in the Marxian 
mystification process, it is not only time-labor that disappears, but also the social form of 
labor itself. The relationships between the Natchez elite and the black workers are never 
mentioned during a tour. It would certainly break the spell to try to measure the sum of 
sacrifices that a gigantic mansion required. Hence, only things are described at length during a 
Pilgrimage visit; a reified world operates as the scene for the enactment of a fantasized history 
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in which slavery did not exist.  
 In the Pilgrimage—and in the pervasive ethos of Natchez that results from its long 
dominance—every house, and every object inside of them, is contemplated and dignified 
through an elaborate stylistic jargon which confers a scientific character to the expert’s 
discourse. The discourse not only asserts the authority of the speaker in a specific field of 
knowledge, but also gives him/her a form of “invisible power” in which he/she does not need 
to manifest a set of formal rules. Bourdieu uses the term “symbolic power” to refer to the way 
most forms of power are routinely deployed through a performative discourse commonly 
recognized as valid. The antiquarians, Garden Club members, and restorers who own the 
houses use their symbolic capital, “which is nothing other than economic and cultural capital 
when it is known and recognized,” in order to impose their own structures of perception and 
appreciation “which tend to picture [their] world as evident” (Bourdieu, 1989: 19).  By 
creating a stylistic discourse in which the conditions of the production of matter are ignored, 
the owners of the houses set themselves up as the sole proprietors of the Natchez built 
environment, with all the juridical potential it implies. When Thelma White described the 
“southern mindset,” she was referring to the leaders of the tourists industry who refuse to 
acknowledge any African American contribution to the city. Duncan Morgan, who is a board 
member of the Natchez Historic Society, an association that has been instrumental in raising 
money to save and restore historically significant buildings in town, explains that enslaved 
people were skillful workers whose work had been forgotten: 
The original landlords were planters. They had thousands of acres of plantations in Louisiana 
and Arkansas, but their families lived in Natchez. But the people who did the work, the slaves, 
were skilled craftsmen. You know, we tend to think of slaves just working in the cotton field, 
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but there were some very skilled craftsmen. Natchez had a good collection of skilled builders, 
tradesmen, and craftsmen all through the years. 
 
 The issue of slavery in Natchez is highly contentious. For the managers of the 
Pilgrimage, slavery has purely been erased from their historical program. What is the effect of 
concealing the history of the workers who made this world of “romance” a functioning one? 
First of all, it implies that the only story worth telling is the one of the “noble” people whose 
values of “grandeur” and “chivalry” constitute Natchez (I am using the words of a 2005 
brochure .) Secondly, the members of the Garden Club set themselves up as the elite of the 
town, as the keepers of a history which would have vanished if their restoration efforts had not 
been fruitful. In this narrative where the relationships with black citizens are hidden, they 
legitimate their social position and escape an embarrassing discussion of the violent economic 
foundation of their wealth. Theft of labor, gratuitous brutality, and sexual abuse are the 
antipodes of the “romance, grandeur and chivalry” displayed in the show and in the tours of 
the antebellum mansions. The Natchez Pilgrimage is quite a tour de force where the “holders 
of large amounts of capital, the nobiles (etymologically those who are well-know and 
recognized), are in a position to impose the scales of values most favorable to their products” 
(Bourdieu, 1989: 19). Since 1995, however, the Friends of the Forks of the Road Society have 
undermined the romantic vision of the Old South and worked to establish the site of the 
former slave market as a museum. Thelma White is, not surprisingly, a member of this 
association that had greatly reshaped the collective history of Natchez. Before 1995, the Forks 
of the Road had been forgotten; most of my consultants affirmed that most of African 
Americans did not remember the function of this precise space until local activists began to 
resurrect its history. 
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 The Forks of the Road, where African Americans were sold en masse in gruesome 
conditions, appears on the map as soon as 1808. Natchez was, for many enslaved people, what 
Anthony Kaye called the second passage; most of the people sold at the Forks had been 
previously enslaved on the Eastern part of the United Sates, and reached this place after 
traveling through the Deep South in perilous conditions, under the surveillance of ruthless 
traders (Kaye: 2007). “Male slaves were usually manacled and chained together in double 
files, and were under the close supervision of mounted drivers.  Women also walked, while 
children and injured slaves rode in the wagons that accompanied the coffle.  The white men 
guarding the coffles were normally armed with both guns and whips” (Barnett: 2004). The 
market itself was located at the far end of Saint Catherine Street (that is, at the entrance to 
town from the main highway today) for a precise reason. As Barnett and Burkett explain:  
Local fears of incoming slaves bringing cholera to Natchez prompted passage of an 1833 city 
ordinance prohibiting interstate slave traders from housing their slaves within the city limits.  
Situated on the city’s eastern boundary line, the Forks of the Road market proved to be an 
ideal location for interstate slave sales without violating the 1833 ordinance.  Slave traders 
operating at the Forks of the Road situated their holding pens just outside of the city limits.  At 
peak business times, with as many as 500 slaves at the market, the intersection probably 
resembled a sprawling prison camp.  Three prominent townhouse mansions, known today as 
“D'Evereux,” “Linden,” and “Monmouth,” were all within sight of the slave market. (Barnett, 
Burkett, 2004: 175)  
 
 Isaac Stier, a former slave of Launderdale County interviewed during the Federal 
Writer’s Project in 1936, recalled: “when they got to Natchez, the slaves was put in the pen 
attached to the slave market. It stood at the forks of Saint Catherine and Liberty Road. Here, 
they was fed and washed and rubbed down like race horses. Then they were dressed up and 
put through the paces that would show off their muscles” (FWP, 1936-1938). Thanks to an 
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1853 map, the precise location and extent of the market are accurately known.  Today, the site 
is almost hidden beside a small cross-street between busy thoroughfares leading into and out 
of Natchez; the Forks of the Road memorial consists of a narrow grassy stretch where stands a 
thoroughly documented kiosk-like display of pictures and explicative panels, as well as other 
historical placards. The site is bound by a small ten-foot knoll crowned with cedar trees, 
beyond which is the Kingdom Hall of The Jehovah Witnesses; on the other side, across the 
street, are several automotive workshops, for mufflers and window tinting. Ironically, Saint 
Catherine Street ends with a fork leading, on the northern side, to D’Evereux Road, where the 
immense D’Evereux plantation house stands less than a mile away from the Slave Market; on 
the other side, Liberty Road stretches into the eastern inner lands of central Mississippi. 
Through the course the twentieth century, the site had a variety of functions. According to 
Thelma White, in the thirties, it was “wilderness, it was the city limits”; according to Thelma 
Williams, the Forks hosted a farmers’ market in the 1940s; according to Mrs. Grenell, a bar 
sat there in the 1960s. On its door, it had written: “whites only.”  
 Since 1995, the date he came back from California to his hometown, Ser Seshs Ab 
Heter has relentlessly worked to document the history of the Forks of the Road and to 
establish the exhibit. If not for him, the site of the Forks Market would still be an impersonal 
commercial area today. Interestingly, Ser Seshs anchors his work in a resistance against the 
hegemonic group of preservationists; the establishment of the exhibit will probably lead to the 
construction of a greater structure. Ser Seshs hopes to see a slavery museum on the very site 
where the muffler shop stands today. In other words, he is trying to regain a space where his 
ancestors transited, suffered, and died.  
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 The appropriation of the Forks of the Road site by historians and activists, blacks and 
whites, is a force Ser Seshs employs in his struggle for the Civil Rights of the black 
community. Thelma White and Ser Seshs preserve their past and the material remnants that 
stand as concrete anchors of lived experience for many complex reasons, personal and 
political. In the case of Ser Seshs, it is clearly evident that the Forks of the Road stand as a 
weapon aimed at the Garden Club members and the creators of what he calls a “white 
washed” collective memory.  
 The day I visited Ser Seshs, he wore a sweat shirt with the colors of the Pan-African 
flag, on which was written: “A man who stands for nothing will fall for anything.” Sitting in 
an armchair in his home office, surrounded by paintings of Pan-Africanist intellectuals and 
leaders, Ser Seshs vigorously explained: 
 
I am not interested in promoting a bricks or mortaring history exclusive of enslaved blacks 
and peonage thereafter. Their labor generated the wealth that generated those bricks and 
mortar buildings. Promoting this form of tourism is like prostitution; that’s like pimping on 
the back of our ancestors. If you have reverence for your ancestors, you challenge that right 
away. I don’t do history in the name of tourism or in the interest of economic development. I 
don’t do it for personal gain. I do it because our ancestors’ humanity was denied and needs to 
be resurrected. If you are told you didn’t do anything for civilization as a people, that’s a lie! 
 
Ser Seshs is an Africanist priest and libationist who considers the grounds where 
violence happened in Natchez as sacred. He has consecrated the grounds of the Forks by 
calling to his ancestors; he has also blessed the ground where Wharlest Jackson, an African 
American worker, was killed by the Klan in 1967. Ser Seshs uses places to fight the injustice 
that has been perpetrated against blacks. Places are thus more than geographical spaces: they 
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are tools of contestation; they are historical ideas employed to denounce an oppressive system 
maintained through a discourse that erased the African American contributions to Natchez. 
Ser Seshs stands against the Garden Club celebration of the Confederate past, even though the 
new managers have tried to integrate parts of black history (although only, as he instantly 
recognized, only the innocuous part) into the tableaux of the Historic Pageant. When asked to 
participate in the ceremony, Ser Seshs declared in an email:  
“ I have told them my person will not come to this insulting my enslaved Ancestors 
and Foreparents commemoration of the days, times and oppression systems and 
institutions that was destined to render them less than humans. My person told one of 
the organizers who insisted that I attend the Confederate Pageant to see how wonderful 
and showing and telling of Natchez history. My person told her that I would come if 
they let me and the U. S. Colored Troops arrest them as the end of the event, just as it 
happened when the United State Army occupied Natchez in history. 
Hence, the Forks of the Road, for Ser Seshs, are a vessel for the remembrance of the history of 
his people and a tool that will enable his community to fight against hegemonic power: 
The generation of the sixties, the seventies, we did not know this history of slavery in 
Natchez. But today, you have no excuse, because of the work that had been done the last 15 
years. If somebody wants to fight for justice, the documentation will be there for them to use. 
But if I had the approach of the honey-coated Negro, I would be sitting down there at the feet 
of white folks waiting for them, and collaborating with them to cover up my whole history. . . 
.  History is a weapon; you bring to the forefront the whole history. It’s like Wikileak—it’s a 
weapon. You use history as a weapon by presenting the portions that have been left out, 
especially to those who leave it out. Then people know who they are: that is a weapon for 
overcoming injustice. (citation) 
Ser Seshs’ revolt emerges from a profound wound. Like Thelma White, who always 
remembers that certain people “would hang black boys as if nothing happened,” Ser Seshs 
began to be a Civil Rights activist because of white supremacists’ violence: 
I have my foundation for activism. When I left Mississippi in 1960 to California, I 
wanted to be an imitation of a white man, his way of life, his car, his women, his materialism, 
the whole works, until they killed those four girls in Birmingham. That saved me from being a 
lost soul, a materialistic victim of America. That turned me around.  
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Blacks in Natchez, as in almost every town of Mississippi, were frequently the victims 
of Klan terrorism, which was the most overt form of violence exerted against blacks in the 
twentieth century (Davis, 2001). It is difficult to understand how certain places are perceived 
by blacks who recall disappearances and murders. One gets a sense of this lingering of 
traumatic memory in Adam David Miller’s memoir, Ticket to Exile, where talks about a tree at 
the corner of his street in Orangeburg, South Carolina, where a black man had once been been 
hanged. Miller explains that this corner became a locus of fear and apprehension, precisely 
around the tree itself (Miller, 2007: 127). Thelma White, who lived in the Depression era as 
well, might well share the same feelings when it comes to white supremacists’ violence. In 
1931, when she was a student at Brumfield High School, an African American man was killed 
on Saint Catherine Street only because he supposedly stole work from the whites. This murder 
committed by Charles Coon was the fifth in a series of slayings of African American railroad 
workers across Mississippi.. By 1940, only a hundred blacks remained in the railroad industry 
in Mississippi, largely due to the fear that their social position could cost them their life 
(Newton, 2010). In the 1960s, violent murders linked to the same “problem,” that is, the social 
ascension of black workers, were committed in Natchez. Ser Seshs had been advocating for 
the marker to be placed on a ground he called sacred so people could remember the lynchings 
and pay tribute to the memory of the black people who passed away in Natchez because of the 
blind violence of the Klan.  
History, for Thelma White and Ser Seshs, is primarily conceived through a spatial 
lens. Their mnemonic practices and their preservation efforts surrounding the cemetery and 
the Forks of the Road have a simple but powerful goal, to keep their history alive. As 
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Brundage observes, “Black Southerners . . .  have ample reason to see history as an 
unresolved, ongoing process. For them, the past is a living past bound up in the present, one 
neither exotically different nor obsolete. Most important, the black historical memory had a 
distinctive orientation toward the future” (Brundage, 2000: 16). White and Ser Seshs are 
constantly educating younger African American people through the different programs they 
manage. Both are fighting a hegemonic system that has kept black history silent through the 
worship of “bricks and mortar.” As Ser Seshs stated, the documentation is now available for 
those who wish to fight social injustice: “History is a weapon.” Spaces imbued with history 
are not separable from the discourse they sustain. In other words, places are not only 
geographical spaces, but also concrete and operative ideas. 
  
Ser Seshs Ab Heter
  
 
 
Mapping the Black Natchez 
 
Through the narratives of my consultants, the map of Natchez takes on a different 
dimension. Saint Catherine Street, which begins with a slave market and ends with the site of 
the Rhythm Club tragedy, is not only a stretch of road where history is encapsulated; it is a 
complex space which appears as a metaphoric structure in many African American narratives 
and a place where hidden stories lie behind the visible and vanished buildings, corners, and 
sidewalks. Natchez is not a mere built environment of “bricks and mortar” that appear to have 
grown magically. Looking at the conditions of production of space means interrogating the 
meaning and the functions that each place had for the people who used it. Talking about the 
famous Natchez buildings then impels us to ponder the history and conditions of their 
construction: slavery and peonage are at the very basis of the remarkable material aspect of 
the city.  
As I started to research the signification of a site where tragedy had struck, I observed 
that my naïve notion of place as a precise and enclosed location became diluted as the stories 
of my consultants unfolded. The Natchez Fire is a delicate subject. The memory of a 
collective trauma sparked other remembrances; the site of the Rhythm club was surrounded by 
the social texture of an extended place where blacks endured violence, but also where they 
thrived. As Darrell White eloquently stated: 
 Saint Catherine—there is no other street in this nation that can compare to the history 
of Saint Catherine Street. Some will say it is a bold statement. Not even a big city has a street 
with so much history, whether you’re on Rodeo Drive in Beverly Hills, or Broadway in New 
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York. None of them compare to the history of Saint Catherine. I say that because, at the 
beginning of the street, you have the Forks of the Road enslavement market place. It was the 
Deep South’s second largest and busiest slave market in the nation. As you move down the 
street, there were houses of worship that addressed the spiritual needs of the African American 
community. There were businesses that catered to these members. There were the homes of 
prominent folks within the community that date back before the Civil War. Free people of 
color lived along Saint Catherine. The Brumfield School was the second school built with 
state funding especially for the education of the African American community. There were 
places of entertainment, not only the Rhythm Club. The ACE Theater was there. All Colored 
Entertainment . . . . At the end of the street is the Zion AME church, with its pastor, the 
Reverend Hiram Revels, the first black to serve in the United States Senate. In less than a 
mile, on one street, you go from slavery to the US Senate. No other city of the nation can 
compare to that story.  
 
 White ends his meditation on an important word: story. The history of Saint Catherine 
Street, which I had not considered before going back to Natchez in 2011, was revealed to me 
by means of stories and songs. Through a folkloric lens, a place emerged from the empty 
rectangles of concrete, from the disrupted aspect of the curvy road. Saint Catherine appears 
again as the center of a community that worked towards its self-sufficiency. As Michel Fabre 
writes, “The heart of the black section of town was Saint Catherine Street, which served as a 
sort of meeting place and cultural center for the colored population of the Upper Delta” 
(Fabre, 1993: 122).  Fabre underlines the fact that Saint Catherine was not a closed container 
of social life, but an artery that was traversed by many blacks. In the Works Progress 
Administration Guide to the Magnolia State of 1938, we can also read that Saint Catherine 
Street was the place where “Negroes from out of town gravitated” (WPA: 1938: 238).  
 African American history is geared towards the future, as Brundage noted; it can also 
be said that, in Natchez, the African American geography is spatially open. Saint Catherine 
was a place of transit, a street where blacks came, stayed or left. Each of my consultants 
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mentioned that Natchez is not the close grid of dwellings that is sold by the Pilgrimage 
industry. Natchez, through their words, is also constituted by the plantations that surround the 
city; the cleared swamps of Louisiana where enslaved people harvested King Cotton and the 
multiple farms where black workers were exploited are also considered as a part of Natchez. I 
turn finally to a story about a place far outside Natchez proper that was nevertheless evoked 
by my research questions about the Rhythm Club fire, and that shows how the town was 
inseparable from the hinterlands from which it drew. 
 Blues artist Hezekiah Early resides on the outskirts of Natchez, near Steam Plant Road, 
in a quiet residential street. I met him in 2006, in Ferriday, Louisiana, where he was giving a 
concert. Early sings the blues, and plays the drums and the harmonica at the same time. His 
musical capacities are dazzling, and his repertoire seems to be infinite. I knew from previous 
conversations that Early did not remember much of the Natchez Fire; in 2007, he had told me 
that he knew a little about the tragedy per se: “I was a little bitty boy back then, maybe 5 or 6 
years old. . . . My dad remembered, he had helped people back on Saint Catherine” .When I 
knocked at his door on a warm afternoon of January 2011, Early was resting in his living 
room, watching the news. A tall and vigorous man at 77, Early has a spectacular memory. As 
we were talking about the way the fire happened, Early pointed to the photograph of his father 
that was sitting on the television, and remembered: 
I was only 6 years old. I can remember very well the night it happened; I was with my mother 
and my father and in the morning, when the news came, my father—we had an older sister 
living in town—they were worried about her because they didn’t know where she had been 
that night. They woke up early that morning. I have an uncle who was living at the corner. He 
had a car. They went together; they came over town to look for her. When they found her, she 
was all right. The club, the people that burned down, they were all stacked up on the street, on 
the sidewalk. They couldn’t identify some of these people. The band . . . I didn’t get to see 
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none of this, and 200 people died. Some of them are buried in the Watkins street cemetery. I 
was too small at that time, but my father seen it the next day after it happened. Elmo could tell 
you; he was older and lived on Saint Catherine. He was living in town. I was living in Anna’s 
Bottom, in the country. 
 At that point, Early started to talk about his father and about the community of Anna’s 
Bottom. His story was not marginal: the Anna’s Bottom community was a part of the greater 
Natchez, a place where fertile soils lingered along the Mississippi river. I knew that he had 
built a model of his childhood place and asked him if he could show me what he was talking 
about. Luckily enough, Early had taken out his art piece from his garage so he could “show it 
to people like you who ask me to see it.” We exited his living room and went behind his 1965 
Ford truck where his model was standing. Hezekiah Early’s model is an outstanding piece of 
folk art: three panels of plywood are joined together to reconstitute the narrow strip of land 
that was Anna’s Bottom, as well as the hill leading down to it.  Resting on saw-horses, this 12-
feet-long mock-up is painted in deep green with dots of white paint representing the cotton 
fields. Hezekiah Early recreated in wood, one-by-one, with an astute eye for architectural 
detail, the houses of each and every sharecropper that stand in rows among the fields. A 
hundred dwellings figure on the table, all recalled from Early’s childhood memory. Between 
these dwellings stand carefully-sculpted wooden models of churches, stores, the school, the 
big farms, the woods and the cemetery.  
 Hezekiah Early is a master carpenter. His mock-up sits between his house and his 
brother’s house, both built by himself. Beside each faithfully-located structure of his model, 
Early has noted the precise names of the families who lived there. Drawing on his impressive 
memory, he has been praised by the former members of this vanished community for the 
accuracy of his re-creation. This astonishing and beautiful model was inspired by a larger 
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model of the city of Washington D.C. that Early had seen and was impressed by:  
Sometimes ago, in the 1980s, I played at the Folklife Festival in Washington, D.C., with Pee 
Wee Whitaker. One day, it was raining and we couldn’t play. We went in the museums, on the 
mall. There I saw a model of Washington, D.C. We looked, we looked, and I said to Pee Wee, 
“Man! When I’m going back home, I’m going to build Natchez!” “Man, you know you can’t 
build no Natchez!” I said, “Yeah! I’m going to build Natchez.” So we come back, and I didn’t 
forget about that. It laid in my mind… 
 
Hezekiah Early and his model of Anna’s Bottom. 
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 A thorough analysis of Early’s craftsmanship and artistry linked to the history of 
Anna’s Bottom would require a study in itself. Early recreated a vanished place that has been 
transformed into a modern agricultural space. A thriving community once lived, worshipped, 
loved, and played on the grounds of Anna’s Bottom. In order to tell the story of his 
community, Early does not anchor his narration in an existing built environment, but recreates 
the very environment where the past of his community unfolded. As geographer Miles Ogborn 
stated:  “accounts of the making of memory and heritage inevitably become the reconstruction 
of geographies” (Ogborn, 1999: 101). In the case of Early, the expression of geographies is 
conducted through an esthetic channel where the finely sculpted houses become vessels of 
story; material elements are essential to the composition of the critical space of memory. 
Early’s piece of art stands as a model of an extended geography of Natchez; it urges its 
beholders to inquire about this whole community, which disappeared in the 1960s. A few 
years later, similar examples of African-American vernacular architecture were bulldozed 
from Saint Catherine Street in the name of “progress.” Early started to build Anna’s Bottom, 
also called Robertson’s Bottom, instead of Natchez, since he wanted to educate people about a 
sharecropping community that provided the food for the wealthy planters living in the 
downtown area. When talking about present day Anna’s Bottom, he vividly explains: 
 
All of that is gone now! When you go down there, you don’t see nothing! You don’t see none 
of that! That’s grown up, that’s wilderness upside that hill. . . . You don’t see nothing, no 
house at all. . . . I would imagine that, during slavery time, people were already living there. . . 
.  We was sharecroppers. Three years before they ended it, they rented it, but before it was 
sharecropping. I don’t know how long my dad was had been sharecropping. Sure, he was 
there before I was born. Several families I know moved to Chicago, to New York, to 
Frogmore and different places. Some built their house elsewhere before they moved. By 1960, 
I would say, most of the people were gone. I don’t know exactly what happened, but big 
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farmers like Laman, and Jenkins bought the land, and first people had to leave the bottom 
land. Later they had to leave the hills. Anyway, big time farmers came in and leased all that 
land. They bulldozed houses thirty at a time. You go down there by now, you don’t see 
nothing! You don’t see nothing of the forties and fifties! What I grew up with, you don’t see 
nothing of that now! They bulldozed the woods too. All the houses along the road are no 
longer there.  
[insert paragraph] It was good farm land; the community has been there for a long time. We 
had a truck patch; we raised about everything we ate. We were sharecropping; we were doing 
that on the side. My dad was selling what we grew to the peddlers on Commerce Street. They 
would sell that stuff and make a little money. Doing it that way, they didn’t have to go 
through the boss. At the end of the year, if we made anything, they would clear most of that 
money. So my dad grew a lot of stuff on the side so he did not stay in debt all the time. When 
I got big enough, I grew for myself and my dad would take some of it and sell for me. That’s 
how I got small change. (citation) 
 
 In the greater Natchez of the plantations, the dwellings of enslaved people and 
sharecroppers have faded away from the surface of the fields. Memory is selective and the 
making of history has long been in the hands of groups of people who worked to erase the 
troubled African American past from the maps of Mississippi. The preservation efforts of the 
Pilgrimage industry do not encompass the built environment of a people that has long been 
considered as separate, insignificant. Hezekiah Early’s model stands as a powerful counter-
memory; the reproduction of the humble structures that housed the sharecroppers, who 
alimented the wealth of a caste of planters, is a forceful demystification of the Pilgrimage tales 
of the Old South. Early’s artwork takes its beholders behind the moonlight-and-magnolia 
version of the South and urges them to ponder the cruel realities of the Plantation economy. 
Destroying the material remnants of the African-American working-class history is inscribed 
in the practices described by Frederick Douglass when he was talking about the politics of 
forgetting. Under the apparently axiological neutrality of preservationist premises lies the will 
to craft a polished history in which antagonisms must disappear for the sake of the tourism 
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economy.  
 Not surprisingly, the memory of Richard Wright was absent from Natchez official 
cultural life until recently. The house where his father lived burned to the ground in 2008; a 
small shotgun house located on the outskirts of town, it was not considered historically 
important by the city officials. The meager amounts budgeted to the African-American 
associations that work relentlessly to uncover and preserve a shrouded past are minuscule 
when compared with the work to be done. Hopefully, resourceful African-American artists 
and historians, on their own, will succeed in unveiling the hidden history of this small town. 
Natchez on the Hill would have remained a part of the luxurious wilderness that surrounds the 
Mississippi river if the skill and industriousness of its African-American inhabitants had not 
modeled and built this extraordinary place. 
            Space is not an objective entity that stands outside human bodies. In fact, as Henri 
Lefebvre argued, defining space through abstract categories that make it seem as quantifiable 
data is a denial of the body, which is, in spatial terms, both subject and object (Lefebvre, 
1974: 187). Bodies are positioned in space: they interact, traverse, and transit through it. In 
turn, social relations are remembered in spatial terms; mental and concrete spaces are not two 
separate entities. Lefebvre urges us to think about space in terms of production and to look at 
the layers of power at play in the functions of spaces. Hence, looking at the way the built 
environment was erected in Natchez means to look at the system of production that sustained 
its possible construction. Looking at the destruction of places leads to accounts of individual 
bodily pains. From a delicate topic of discussion, the Natchez Fire, my consultants carefully 
recomposed the lively community that had disappeared in the fire. Their accounts pointed to 
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an extended site of the tragedy; the black neighborhoods of Natchez, and ultimately their main 
artery, Saint Catherine Street, were conjured in order to reconstitute the complexity of social 
life in this small Mississippi town.  The margins of the stories, the displacements metaphorical 
thinking implied in the verbal accounts of my consultants, were revealing of a grievous 
collective past. By paying attention to these apparently digressive accounts and by letting 
people decide on the path we should take if we want to glimpse the past, discussions of the 
production of space unfolded. When Thelma Williams talked about her cousin, she saw fit to 
recreate the narrow alleys and the soundscape that surrounded him during the time he lived. 
Talking about the alleys meant talking about economic and social violence, and about the 
poverty in which many blacks were entrapped.  When Thelma White talked about the 
Brumfield High School and the Watkins Cemetery, the streets of Natchez became the scene of 
gruesome barbarity; the upper section of Saint Catherine appeared to be the place where black 
children were sold; the woods a potential place where her “black boys” could be hanged 
without reason. White made me understand that places and the narratives associated with them 
are powerful tools of contestation. Even if certain landscape features have been destroyed, the 
memories and political visions associated with them did not vanish.  
 Places are not only the spaces where action unfolds; they generate discourses, 
emotions, artistic endeavors which are geared towards social changes. The practices of Ser 
Seshs around the Forks of the Road have as their goal contesting the hegemonic system in 
place and sparking activism in his community. White, Seshs and Morgan have directly talked 
about the people who built the city, about the skillful men and women who erected the built 
environment and who maintain it until this present day. Paying attention to the production of 
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materiality enables them to demystify the dreadful tales and the phantasmagoric history which 
form the basis of the cultural discourse of the Pilgrimage industry. This discourse is not 
innocuous, however; erasing and hiding black history enable the Garden Club members to 
institute themselves as the proprietors of structures that were erected through stolen labor.  
            From a folkloric approach that focused on the words and aspects of tangential matters, 
a complex history of struggles and accomplishments begin to emerge from a landscape I had 
thought familiar. Moreover, through the work of artists such as Elmo Williams and Hezekiah 
Early, Natchez became a city vitally connected to the vast extents of rural lands surrounding 
it. These marginal territories appeared in the detours of conversations that took place during a 
week of intensive ethnographic work in which the systematic aspects of my research were 
spontaneously loosened when confronted with subjects relevant to my consultants. Eudora 
Welty wrote: “The memory is a living thing—it too is in transit. But during its moments, all 
that is remembered joins—the old and the young, the past and the present, the living and the 
dead” (Welty, 1999: 104). Folklorists and essayists of place have as their task to follow the 
transits memory invites during the time of narration in order to glimpse the unity of time past 
and present, of vanished places and actual places. By inviting spontaneity to be a part of their 
conceptual framework, they can allow the critical space of memory, a space that is mental and 
physical at the same time, to unfold in its complexity. The meanderings of memory are the 
loci of subjugated histories in which the narratives of a valiant people take their place at the 
center of the life and production of the nation as a whole. 
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